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When God lets himself be born and become [a human being], this is not an idle caprice, some fancy he hits upon just to be doing something, perhaps to put an end to the boredom that has brashly been said must be involved in being God—it is not in order to have an adventure. No, when God does this, then this fact is the earnestness of existence.
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ON OCTOBER 26, 2016 (which happened to be my birthday) IBM ran a full two-page advertisement in the New York Times for its artificially intelligent super-computing system “Watson.” “With Watson,” the firm announced, “the world is healthier, more productive, more personal, more secure, more efficient, more creative, [and] more engaging.” “Watson,” the ad continued, “learns from us and extends our talents, augmenting our intelligence so that we can do our jobs better.” Watson, we are told, will help us to “Do more. Do different. Do better.”

As you read on, you’ll see that I’m more than a little skeptical of these sorts of claims. Here at the outset I just want to make it clear that I’ve come by my skepticism “honestly,” as they say. It also seems fitting, at the beginning of a book that will voice concerns about the depersonalizing impact of modern technologies, to start things off on a personal note.

I grew up in one of the mid-peninsula suburbs of San Francisco, California, that would become the hub of what today is called “Silicon Valley.” My father was the Branch Manager for the San Francisco office of IBM, having worked for the company since the early 1950s. In 1970 my father left IBM to start his own computer-services company in—I kid you not—our garage, a venture that failed fairly quickly. The logo for that first enterprise was tacked up to the wall in our garage for decades thereafter. My dad’s second venture, which he would also launch in our garage in partnership with two friends—who happened to be brilliant, but newly unemployed electrical engineers—would go on to prosper, becoming one of the early success stories of that era in “the Valley’s” growth. The computer system the three partners developed was, if I’m not mistaken, one of the first to combine a micro-processing “chip” with a disk storage device. An exceedingly simple system by today’s standards, it was basically a sophisticated (and rather large and expensive) “bean counter.” Yet, it held revolutionary promise for several industries that had been struggling for some time to establish control over inventories of tens of thousands of individual parts. Beginning at the retail end, Triad Systems Inc. designed machines and procedures that eventually encompassed the entire supply chain, pioneering a “vertically integrated” marketing approach that was novel at that time.

I worked for Triad off-and-on for ten years starting at age fourteen or fifteen. I was the firm’s first janitor. I also worked in Inventory Control and in Shipping and Receiving. I trained several generations of new salespeople in the use of the system and wrote user manuals for it. My first adult job was as a marketing applications representative, which meant coaching customers in the best use of new systems and/or new system features. I watched the firm grow from just a handful of employees into a $100-million corporation over those ten years. It was exhilarating. There was a real energy in the company, a sense that there were no limits to what was possible. I might have stayed with the firm had I not decided instead to go to graduate school.

My father and his partners took Triad public just after I’d finished university, splitting the proceeds with a venture capital firm that had backed them in the early days and that would go on to invest in Microsoft and other well-known technology firms. The IPO was modest by today’s standards, but my father and his partners did well, realizing more than enough to live comfortably into retirement. I sold the shares that I had been given to pay for graduate studies.

I have certainly seen the upside of modern technological development. I’ve witnessed technology being created, and I benefitted very directly from it. Yet I’ve also witnessed its downsides. At the same time that my father’s company was growing year on year, my wife’s family’s publishing company—located just a mile or two away—was experiencing the disrupting effects of new technologies, particularly the impact that the Internet began to have upon print advertising in the early 1990s. Reflecting back on the period, it’s somewhat ironic, for my wife’s father was very good friends with both Bill Hewlett and David Packard. Sunset Publishing had long been one of the anchors of our community, and while the business environment for magazines and books did not change overnight, print-advertising revenue and readership gradually began to dry up. The company’s employees, meanwhile, found themselves increasingly priced out of a real estate market inundated by “tech money.” Sunset relocated a number of years ago and, as of this writing, is up for sale, a victim apparently of the process of “creative destruction” that we will describe in due course. Modern technological development, I’ve observed, is good news for some but not particularly good news for others.

I must also confess to being an early adopter of technological gadgets. I finished my master’s degree in 1982 on a Kaypro II, one of the first personal computers. I wrote my doctoral dissertation several years later on one of the early Macintosh computers (a 128K), a machine I still possess and that I believe still functions. I’m an Apple aficionado. I’ve had any number of iPods, iPhones, iPads, and so on. I’ve written most of this book on a MacBook Pro. I was an early convert to digital photography. I use a Garmin GPS-enabled cycling computer. I have a 3D TV (which I confess I only ever watch in 2D). Recently I’ve been experimenting with Google Home. And although I didn’t ever actually build a Heathkit kit, I love going to Frye’s Electronics whenever I’m back in my old hometown.

My wife and I have also raised four children since 1990, and we have witnessed—and been largely bewildered by—the impact of a raft of consumer technologies—including Game Boys, Play Stations, X-Boxes, the Internet, social media—upon our kids. Call me old fashioned, but while our kids are vastly more adept at using various technologies than I am (I still cannot type with my thumbs), I am waiting to be convinced that their lives have been significantly enriched by their use of these services and/or devices. In certain respects I think their lives have been impoverished by their use of them, and not simply because the services and devices have seemed only to get more and more expensive.

Now, my purpose in recounting all of this is to convince you that I am not a Luddite. I am not anti-technology. But I am concerned about it, and particularly about the directions it appears to be heading. I voice my concern not as technologist, not as an engineer, not even a businessman, but rather as a Professor of Interdisciplinary Studies at a small graduate school of Christian theology in Vancouver, Canada. Yet as the ancient Egyptian King Thamus is said by Socrates to have observed, “To one it is given to create the things of art, and to another to judge what measure of harm and of profit they have for those that employ them” (Phaedrus 274b-275c). It has been given to me—I hope!—to be of the latter sort, and my sincere desire is that you will find this book useful in judging what “measure of harm and of profit” you stand to gain by employing modern automatic machine technologies.
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The very substance of our existing which has made us the leaders in technique, stands as a barrier to any thinking which might be able to comprehend technique from beyond its own dynamism.

GEORGE GRANT, “IN DEFENSE OF NORTH AMERICA”






WE LIVE IN EXTRAORDINARY TIMES, and we are beneficiaries of the astonishing increase in human productivity made possible by modern technology. It goes without saying that we should be deeply grateful for this. Not one of us would benefit from the quality of life we enjoy today if not for a series of technological revolutions that began toward the end of the eighteenth century and have continued with increasing frequency into the present—revolutions initially in the generation of an immense amount of useful mechanical energy, and now by means of a variety of digital technologies in the amplification of human mental energies.

Of course, we should be just as grateful for premodern technologies. I wouldn’t have written this book, and you wouldn’t be reading it, were it not for the astonishing genius of alphabetic literacy, typography, and bookmaking, all of which have profoundly transformed human consciousness—and on top of which digital word-processing is merely a footnote.

Technology is apparently something we human beings do, something that we develop more or less naturally. Yet our technologies move us beyond mere nature. All animals labor, Abraham Lincoln is said to have observed, but only human beings improve their workmanship by way of discoveries and innovations.1 And our workmanship is not the only thing we improve by means of technology. Our discoveries and innovations have led to improvements, literally, in ourselves. For example, there is evidence that our cognitive capacities—so much greater and more flexible than those of our nearest evolutionary relatives—emerged only in conjunction with technological developments such as language acquisition, cooking, and tool use. It seems that the uniquely human way of being-in-the-world is indissolubly linked with technological making. Perhaps, as technology critic Nicholas Carr recently opined, the human will-to-technology arises out of that frustrating tension we so often experience between what our minds can envision and what our unaided bodies can accomplish.2 “Through our tools,” Carr suggests, “we give our dreams form. We bring them into the world. The practicality of technology may distinguish it from art, but both spring from a similar, distinctly human yearning.”3

Yet while the will-to-technology may be a necessarily self-creative act, from time to time it oversteps its rightful boundaries. Modern technologies, for example, have unquestionably increased productivity, making new material freedoms possible, but they have also seemed to undermine the prudence we require to exercise these freedoms wisely and judiciously. Just as we have recently brought the goods of electricity and penicillin into the world, so we have also brought the evils of nuclear weapons and weaponized anthrax. Just as we once invented alphabetic literacy, so we have now invented all manner of technological gadgets that distract us from reading and even, more often than we might care to admit, from thinking. While our technologies can apparently empower us to become more of ourselves, they can also permit us to become less, diminishing us even as they purport to deliver “more” and “better,” “faster” and “easier.” A large and growing body of evidence suggests that the impact of modern technology—in particular, the impact of automatic machine technology—upon us is not altogether beneficial. The trajectory of modern machine development appears now to be diverging away from and not toward the enrichment of ordinary embodied human being.

This odd divergence is the problem that I plan to take up in these pages. Gratefully acknowledging modern technology’s benefits and celebrating technological making as an essentially human enterprise do not obviate the need to think carefully about it, to evaluate it, and to try, where possible, to improve it. It is hoped that this book will encourage readers to better understand modern technological development in light of its economic context and distinctive history but also to begin to think about it from the standpoint of the impact that it is having upon ordinary embodied human being. My concern is that we are allowing ourselves to be diminished by our own technologies. This, I will argue, is something that we should resist.

To begin, let me clarify how I plan to use the terms “technology” and “modern technological development.” By technology I mean the systematic application of knowledge, methods, and tools to various practical tasks. I have in mind the various devices and systems that we employ and are employed by and that ordinarily surround us today, from iPods and laptop computers to medical information systems and Amazon.com. By modern technological development, I mean the direction(s) that our devices and systems appear to be heading and what their continued growth might portend for us. Our technologies disclose and shape our self-understanding and our way of being-in-the-world. As mentioned above, they can enable us to become more of ourselves, rendering our relations with each other and with the world richer and more meaningful. Yet our technologies can also inadvertently diminish us. We can find ourselves overcome and mastered by the very tools we have developed and deployed to provide us with mastery. Just how and why modern automatic machine technologies have tended toward this latter outcome is something we will explore.

When it comes to evaluating modern technological development, there have long been concerns that modern technology is somehow at odds with human flourishing. From William Blake’s characterization of early industrial technology in terms of “dark Satanic Mills,” to Mary Shelley’s chilling account of Dr. Frankenstein’s trans-human monster, to Martin Heidegger’s fear that modern technology obscures the human essence, to recent concerns about widespread and permanent computer-driven “technological unemployment”4 —any number of observers have described something inhuman and ultimately dehumanizing about modern machine technology. “I have a plain sense,” the philosopher and Roman Catholic thinker Romano Guardini wrote, reflecting upon the impact of modern technology on European culture (ca. 1923), “that a world is developing in which human beings . . . can no longer live—a world that is in some way nonhuman.”5 Or, as the Russian Orthodox thinker Nicholas Berdyaev noted somewhat more explosively (ca. 1935), “The chief cosmic force which is now at work to change the whole face of the earth and dehumanize and depersonalize man is . . . technics, the wonder of our age. Man has become a slave to his own marvelous invention, the machine.”6 Or as the American historian of technology, Lewis Mumford, posed—presciently—in 1964,

What merit is there in an over-developed technology which isolates the whole man from the work-process, reducing him to a cunning hand, a load-bearing back, or a magnifying eye, and then finally excluding him altogether from the process unless he is one of the experts who designs and assembles or programs the automatic machine? What meaning has a man’s life as a worker if he ends up as a cheap servo-mechanism, trained solely to report defects or correct failures in a mechanism otherwise superior to him? If the first step in mechanization five thousand years ago was to reduce the worker to a docile and obedient drudge, the final stage automation promises today is to create a self-sufficient mechanical electronic complex that has no need even for such servile nonentities.7


British journalist Bryan Appleyard recently voiced similar concerns: “It does not matter whether the new machines never achieve full human-like consciousness, or even real intelligence, they can almost certainly achieve just enough to do your job—not as well as you perhaps, but much, much more cheaply.”8 In a modern world in which more and more decisions boil down to monetary calculations, it is not terribly surprising that automated systems have increasingly impacted the lives of ordinary people. “To modernise John Ruskin,” Appleyard writes, “there is hardly anything in the world that some robot cannot make a little worse and sell a little cheaper, and the people who consider price only are this robot’s lawful prey.”9 Late educator and critic Neil Postman summarized these sorts of concerns about modern machine technology in 1992 in the neologism technopoly, that sorry state into which modern American civilization has already fallen and in which everything that passes for culture—religion, art, philosophy, morality, law, politics—has been surrendered to the logic of technology.10


Trans-humanizing or De-humanizing?

There are those today who see technological dehumanization as a kind of necessary and inevitable aspect of human evolution, as if to say, “Ordinary embodied humanity? Good riddance! ‘Humanity’ as we presently understand the notion is overrated and fleeting.” Modern digital technology holds out the promise—conceivably realizable in the very near future—of an entirely new way of being, a way of being more than merely human. Indeed, digital technology holds out the promise of a trans-human existence, free from the physical limitations of time and space, even free ultimately from death.

My hunch is that most of us, while we are undoubtedly grateful for advances in medical technology, as well as for the efficiencies and conveniences offered by computerized devices, do not actually long for trans-human immortality. Rather, we are simply hoping for more life now, and we harbor the suspicion that our technologies are somehow getting in the way of it. Such was the thrust of American philosopher Albert Borgmann’s argument in Technology and the Character of Contemporary Life.11 We are drawn to modern technological devices, Borgmann argued, because they promise to make an expanded range of things and possibilities conveniently available to us without burdening us with the need to know how they work—or how, much beyond turning them on and off, to operate them. And yet as more and more of our time is spent consuming the commodities that our technological devices procure for us, we lose touch with the skill development and habits and the social environments that traditional (which is to say “pretechnological” and today is often read as “outdated”) practices used to require and that used to, as Borgmann puts it, “grace and orient our lives.”12

Borgmann illustrates this tradeoff with a telling comparison between giving a child a musical instrument, with lessons, and giving him or her a stereo set (he was writing, of course, before the appearance of the iPod). Both gifts have to do with making music. Indeed, the latter produces professional-quality music “right out of the box,” as they say. Still, the former gift—because it requires discipline and patience, as musical skills are painstakingly developed over time—stands a chance of making a significant and lasting impact upon the child’s growth and development, instilling habits and producing character, as well as perhaps introducing him or her to a life-long avocation.

Yet in spite of the potential benefits of musical education, most of us today opt instead to purchase digital music players and/or subscriptions to streaming services (or iPods) for our children, for these are what our children tell us that they want. And so we are deceived by the cleverness and commercial availability of an ever-expanding array of systems and devices into neglecting the very things and practices that once added depth to our experience of the world and which made our lives worth living, as the saying goes. We are subsequently surprised to discover, after all of the things that used to “burden” us have been conveniently removed, that our lives have become disengaged, distracted, and lonely. But we shouldn’t be surprised. It is fairly obvious, Borgmann concludes, that “technological liberation from the duress of daily life is only leading to more disengagement from skilled and bodily commerce with reality.”13

So what do we make of this inadvertent disengagement? What, beyond trying to turn back the clock, can we possibly do about it? One answer is simply to accept it and to hope that we will, somehow, successfully adapt to it. This was the gist of sociologist Francis Fukuyama’s analysis of the technologically driven change that we have recently experienced in transitioning from an industrial to a post-industrial social environment, a study aptly titled The Great Disruption: Human Nature and the Reconstitution of Social Order.14 “Broadly speaking,” Fukuyama opined, “the technological change that brings about what economist Joseph Schumpeter called ‘creative destruction’ in the marketplace [has] caused similar disruption in the world of social relationships [i.e., evidenced by criminality, divorce and familial disintegration, substance abuse, mental illness, declining life-satisfaction, suicide, etc.]. It would be surprising were this not true.”15 The upside, as the book’s subtitle suggests, is that human beings are intrinsically social animals who will somehow and eventually figure out how to reconstruct life satisfaction amidst their new circumstances. There is hope, Fukuyama concluded, because of “the very powerful innate human capacities for reconstituting social order.”16

More recently and along a similar line, technology journalist Clive Thompson has argued in Smarter Than You Think: How Technology Is Changing Our Minds for the Better that our minds have always worked in tandem with our tools, and that as our tools have evolved, so inevitably have we.17 Indeed, on the basis of what is called the “extended mind theory” of cognition, Thompson argues that the very reason the human species is so intellectually dominant is because we’ve managed to “outsource” aspects of cognition to technological systems—from clay tablets, to pens and ink, to RAM—in effect scaffolding our thinking into newer and more creative realms. The powerful digital tools now at our disposal simply mean that we can look forward to becoming even smarter. Thompson writes,

Search engines answer our most obscure questions; status updates give us an ESP-like awareness of those around us; online collaborations let far-flung collaborators tackle problems too tangled for any individual. We’re becoming less like Rodin’s Thinker and more like . . . centaurs. This transformation is rippling through every part of our cognition—how we learn, how we remember, and how we act upon that knowledge emotionally, intellectually, and politically. . . . [Our] tools can make even the amateurs among us radically smarter than we’d be on our own.18


Unfortunately, there isn’t much evidence that any of this is actually happening. The evidence thus far suggests that while technology may well be changing our minds, it is not changing them for the better. Google may not actually be making us stupid, but it has not (yet?) made us much smarter.

Of course, we will adapt. What choice do we have? Yet the suggestion that we will eventually adapt to our technologies is curious. Why should we have to? Aren’t our technologies supposed to make our lives better and easier? Aren’t our tools supposed to serve us? Yet one would be hard pressed to say that human beings equipped with the latest technologies are happier, more contented, more fulfilled, and better-adjusted to their environments than those not similarly outfitted.

And this isn’t a particularly new problem. As Lewis Mumford quipped nearly a hundred years ago in his celebrated history of technological development, Technics and Civilization, a good deal of our technical apparatus is useful in the same way that crutches are useful when one’s leg is broken: they’re better than nothing, but it’s far easier to get around on normally functioning legs. “The common mistake,” Mumford continued, “is that of fancying that a society in which everyone is equipped with crutches is thereby more efficient than one in which the majority of people walk on two legs.”19 G. K. Chesterton contended that this common mistake disclosed what he called “the huge modern heresy,” a kind of civilizational error in which it comes to be believed that the human soul must somehow be made to fit the requirements of modern technological systems, rather than ordering these systems to the requirements of the human soul.20

One of the central contentions of this book is that Chesterton was right, and that requiring human persons to adapt to the impersonal workings and rhythms of modern machine systems is gravely mistaken. We need instead to reorder our technologies to the needs and requirements of ordinary embodied human persons. We need to adjust our technological systems such that they enable us to become more, and not less, of ourselves.

The issue of the relation of our technologies to human nature and/or to the human soul has been hotly debated within Western civilization, often making reference to Socrates’s hapless lament that encouraging literacy would only undermine human memory.21 And the issue will surely continue to be debated. In the meantime, technological possibilities are evolving rapidly. As computer security expert Thomas Keenan recently warned in a book provocatively titled Technocreep: The Surrender of Privacy and the Capitalization of Intimacy,22 there is actually much more to modern digital technology than meets the eye. Systems that most of us are not even aware of are even now operating continuously in the background of our lives, systems that are increasingly beyond anyone’s direct control. “Like a network of mushroom spores sending out subterranean tendrils to silently exchange genetic material,” Keenan writes, “our technological systems are increasingly passing information back and forth without bothering to tell us. They are parsing and analyzing it to squeeze out the deep meaning of what we say and do, sometimes before we are even aware of our own intentions.”23

Personal privacy is not the only issue at stake. As Carr observes in his recent study of automation, this subterranean infrastructure of automated systems is likely to account for the lion’s share of “technological unemployment,” possibly in the near future.24 These systems have been expressly designed and developed, not simply to be unobtrusive and invisible, but so as not to require human oversight. We would do well to be concerned about this, Carr contends, for when inscrutable technological systems become invisible, the assumptions and intentions that have been built into them are likely to have so infiltrated our own desires and actions that it will be impossible to discern whether the algorithms are helping us or controlling us.25




Toward an Evaluation of Modern Technology

Clearly we have work to do, and soon. For even if, like Fukuyama and Thompson, we are optimistic about the malleability and adaptability of human nature in the face of new technologies, it’s not clear how we could adapt to an interlocking array of technological systems that no longer require human involvement as anything but minions. The only way of avoiding such a fate, short of natural and/or geo-political disaster, may be in trying to elaborate a new way—or, as I plan to argue in the following pages, in reclaiming an extraordinarily fruitful old way—of evaluating and developing our tools and technologies.

In saying this, we need to be careful not to construe our present predicament in terms of problems for which solutions must somehow be devised. Such a construal—one toward which we are naturally, almost reflexively drawn—simply discloses the prevailing, largely technological ethos. Modernity, after all, is all about devising technical solutions for various problems. Indeed, as sociologist Peter Berger observed, modern societies are animated by the assumption that “all human problems can be converted into technical problems, and if the techniques to solve certain problems do not as yet exist, then they will have to be invented.”26 This approach quickly develops into a kind of practical anthropocentrism, in which we come to imagine the world as largely meaningless apart from those uses that we have determined to make of it.27 Another word for such an outlook is nihilism, and a kind of implicit or soft nihilism pervades contemporary technological culture in the form of the increasingly common beliefs that it is up to us to “construct” ourselves and that truth is simply a kind of ideational means to the end of generating satisfying human purposes.

Yet in addition to being rather exclusively focused on human needs and human desires, modern technological development often feels strangely alien and unassailable. Having become so remarkably adept at “inventing technical solutions to human problems,” it seems we are now hard-pressed to imagine any other way of being-in-the-world, thus sanctioning the dense web of technical solutions in which we so often find ourselves entangled nowadays. Philosopher George Grant put our difficulty this way a number of years ago in the memorable passage cited at the outset of this chapter:

We [in North America] live in the most realised technological society which has yet been; one which is, moreover, the chief imperial centre from which technique is spread around the world. . . . Yet the very substance of our existing which has made us the leaders in technique, stands as a barrier to any thinking which might be able to comprehend technique from beyond its own dynamism.28


Our inability to “comprehend technique from beyond its own dynamism” is one of the chief reasons we have frequently allowed modern technology to run roughshod over actual human beings. “That’s just progress,” we say, trusting that the benefits of newer and better technologies must always—somehow—outweigh their human costs. And perhaps in many respects they have. Yet we seem to have arrived at the point now where it’s difficult to see what further benefits could justify modern technology’s mounting human costs. What technological breakthrough could possibly justify the neglect and diminution of ordinary embodied human being?

Yet perhaps this is to say too much and too quickly. If we are to grasp the significance of this inability to “comprehend technique from beyond its own dynamism,” we must at least suspect that modern machine technology actually poses a problem and we must at least have begun to become convinced that it does in fact threaten to diminish ordinary embodied human being. Convincing the reader of this is the purpose of our first chapter. The chapter begins by recalling the wonderfully constructive impact that several pre-modern technologies had upon human consciousness, but then goes on to catalog some of the recent evidence that suggests that the impact that modern automatic machine technology is having upon us is not altogether positive.

The accurate assessment of modern technological development, however, is often frustrated by powerful economic forces that extend beyond the interests of entrepreneurs, patent holders, and venture capitalists to include all who depend upon economic growth—which is to say, nearly all of us. Critics of modern technology often overlook the crucial connection between technological development and economic interests. It was capitalism that provided the context within which modern automatic machine technology was first developed. Not only did the market system create powerful incentives for making mechanical improvements, it also provided the capital for experimentation and then for bringing these improvements to market. Were it not for capitalism’s direction of resources, the technological ethos might have remained merely academic and largely socially irrelevant. The modern market system has connected the new mechanical orientation to the lives and concerns of ordinary people, and it continues to interpret what we will call, in chapter two, the momentum and inertia of modern technological development.

Yet diagnosing our relative inability to gain a truly objective view of modern technology must be extended beyond economic forces—and even beyond our obvious skill at technological making. Our inability appears even more basically to stem from a kind of “mechanical world picture” within which nature—including human nature—is often conceived on the analogy of a vast and elaborate mechanism, one that differs from automatic machine technology in complexity and scale but not in kind. From within this world picture, ordinary embodied human existence is often construed not as something to be nurtured and enhanced, perhaps by technology, but rather as a series of limitations that remain to be overcome with more and better technology. This mechanical world picture has a long and interesting history within Western civilization that culminates in the distinctively modern “scientific” outlook. We will review this history in some detail in our third chapter, for it is a history that must be understood if we are to stand any chance of properly evaluating the disembodying thrust of modern technological development.

Our current inability to “comprehend technique from beyond its own dynamism” also helps to explain why even profoundly insightful criticism of modern technology has not tended to alter the course of its development. Neil Postman is rightly famous for his incisive criticism of modern educational and other technologies, criticism intended to expose the narrow and constrictive technical logic implicit in so many modern programs and systems. Yet can the reader recall the solution Postman posed to the technological absurdities he uncovered? It consisted in a rather insipid proposal to revive a kind of “Great Books” curriculum, in which subjects were to be presented as stages in “humanity’s historical development,” which would—somehow (?)—enable us to determine how best to direct further technological development.29 Beyond alarming us, in other words, Postman’s analyses didn’t leave us much to work with.

More recent criticism of technology suffers from a similar handicap. Sherry Turkle’s careful analysis and excellent critique of social networking and digital media and their impact upon young adults, Alone Together: Why We Expect More from Technology and Less from Each Other, also offers little in the way of a constructive response to deeply troubling problems.30 At the end of the day, Turkle is hard pressed to say just what is wrong with the sentiment, expressed by one young woman, that she would probably prefer the companionship of a reliable robot to that of an actual—likely unpredictable—male human being. In short, recent criticism of technology tends to exemplify the mischievous quip, sometimes attributed to G. K. Chesterton, that modern critics are almost always right about what is wrong, and almost always wrong about what is right.

My hope is that this book will prove an exception to Chesterton’s rule. In seeking not to be wrong about what is right, I want to heed another piece of Chesterton’s perennially sage advice. When things are going wrong, he observed, you don’t need practical solutions so much as you need philosophical commitments, firm convictions about the way things are—or at least about the way things ought to be. The strength to set things right never comes from criticism alone. Rather, it comes from convictions that are often religious and, therefore, are religiously held.31 In this connection, I believe that the only framework that is up to the task of constructively criticizing the disembodying/dehumanizing thrust of modern technology—indeed the only framework that can defend embodied human existence under modern conditions—is derived from the central tenets of the Christian religion, specifically from the orthodox Christian doctrines of creation, incarnation, and resurrection. No other philosophy, ancient or modern, religious or secular—save perhaps Orthodox Judaism—comes close to valuing embodied human existence as highly as orthodox Christianity.

We will have much more to say about this in our fourth chapter, and we will explore the implications of Christianity’s astonishingly high view of human embodiment in chapter five. Suffice it here at the outset to recall that the Nicene Creed declares—again, astonishingly—that Jesus Christ, the one who is “God from God, Light from Light, true God from true God, begotten, not made, of one Being with the Father, through whom all things were made” was incarnate and made human. The creed goes on to affirm that Jesus Christ was raised bodily from the dead, that he has ascended bodily into heaven, where he now “sits at the right hand of the Father,” and in its Armenian version the creed concludes with the declaration that Jesus Christ will come again “with the same body . . . to judge the living and dead.” It is simply not possible to dignify the human body any more highly than this.

From the point of view of the Christian religion, then, modern technology’s diminishment of ordinary embodied human existence poses a very serious problem. If the Christian proclamation of the incarnation signals the divine intention to redeem, restore, and ultimately to glorify embodied human beings, then clearly anything that undermines, enfeebles, or otherwise diminishes ordinary embodied human being must be at odds with the divine purpose. We must decide, then—given its evident trajectory—whether modern automatic machine technology qualifies for this kind of censure.

On a more positive note, Christian theology affirms that our bodies have been designed for relationship with each other, with God, and with the rest of created nature. This puts an entirely new spin on what we ought to use our technologies for. It suggests, for example, that our technologies ought to be used to enhance embodied relationality, not necessarily to escape from bodily limitations. It suggests that while we ought to develop and use our tools and technologies to enhance all aspects of personal relationality, we ought still especially to prioritize embodied, face-to-face relations.

But wait (the discerning reader will rightly object), is not “modernity” itself the product of Christian civilization? Isn’t the Christian religion often credited with nurturing the intellectual seedbeds of modern science and technology? Indeed, isn’t the Christian religion to blame for the phenomenon of disembodiment within Western society and culture? And even assuming that the Christian religion can somehow be exonerated of these charges, why has Christian theology not already critiqued and solved the applicable problems within modern society and culture?

These are legitimate questions. Two things may be said at the outset: The first is simply to confess that the implications of Christian theology for the human body have been largely forgotten, even by the Christian church, and I hope to shed some light on how and why. Second, one reason why Christian convictions about the human body’s significance currently lack influence within contemporary society and culture is because both society and culture have increasingly become post-Christian. Having lost sight of the Christian hope of salvation for our world, modern men and women have resorted to a kind of gnostic hope of salvation from this world. We will say more about this, but the modern variation on the ancient theme of gnosticism is one in which nature—which includes the human body—is to be mastered by the human spirit (largely by means of technology) and altered as necessary, for the sake of purposes that human beings have willed. Up until fairly recently, gnostic themes were simply implicit within the modern technological worldview, but they have surfaced explicitly and with increasing frequency at the forefront of technological research and development. Indeed, “transhumanism”—the belief that human beings must evolve beyond their current embodied limitations—has increasingly become part of our cultural vernacular.

Modern Technology and the Human Future is obviously intended primarily for a Christian audience. I will ask the reader throughout to take seriously the core Christian claim that God has, in Christ, become an embodied human person. If this is true, then there can be no post- or transhumanism, rather, only technologies that either enhance or diminish what is genuinely human. The judgments we make along these lines will form the basis for determining whether we will use or not use, support or not support, various modern technologies.

Yet it is worth noting that an analogous—if much less robust—defense of human embodiment can be made on purely secular grounds. On the one hand, as Albert Borgmann argued in a series of lectures at Regent College in 2010, when technological development drifts away from embodied human being, it must inevitably dissolve into pointlessness and indeterminacy. “In the disembodied world of computerized hyperintelligence, the number and kinds of artificial experiences are boundless,” Borgmann argued, yet “when a near infinity of the most diverse experiences are available to an [artificial intelligence], nothing in particular stands out and commands attention anymore.”32 When anything and everything is instantly possible and at every moment, why go to the trouble of actualizing anything?

If, furthermore, we believe that human programmers can somehow supply “purposes” to artificially intelligent machines, we are simply mistaken; humanly recognizable purposes only make sense in the context of embodied human being. The human mind didn’t accidentally end up in the human brain, Borgmann reasoned, and the human brain doesn’t just happen to be housed in a human body. Rather, all three—mind, brain, and body—have evolved together and are essentially one and interdependent.33 Whatever else disembodied “intelligence” may be said to be, it will not—it cannot—ever be human. Borgmann’s argument simply implies that we had better put our efforts into being what we actually are—embodied human beings in a world delimited by time and space—rather than into trying to become something that we cannot ever be.

For similar reasons, it isn’t difficult to see that the optimistic suggestion that human beings will quickly adapt to technological disembodiment must also be erroneous. Our minds, brains, and bodies are actually quite remarkably suited to the physical and social environments in which we still, for the most part, find ourselves. While it is true that we have managed to adapt—typically over many centuries—to using new tools and technologies, it amounts to a kind of cruel madness to imagine that in a matter of just a few decades we can engineer a fundamentally new and different way of being-in-the-world.

But enough said. Before suggesting solutions, it is first necessary to convince you, the reader, that there is a problem—that modern automatic machine technology is indeed diminishing us as persons in various ways. Examining evidence of this diminishment from a variety of sources sets the agenda for our first chapter.










CHAPTER ONE

Machine Technology and Human Being

[image: ]


[There] is a paradox common to technological existence: everything gets a little easier and a little less real.

ALEX ROSS, “THE RECORD EFFECT”






AMIDST WIDESPREAD ENTHUSIASM for all the things that will soon be made possible by newer and better technologies—from advanced genetically engineered cancer treatments, to ultra-safe self-driving automobiles, to enthralling virtual environments—the assertion that modern technology is diminishing ordinary embodied human being is both countercultural and contentious. Still, the purpose of this first chapter is to try to persuade even the skeptical reader that, given its evident trajectory (Silicon Valley boosterism notwithstanding), modern automatic machine technology is more likely to detract from our ordinary embodied experience of the world than it is to enhance it.

This should not be taken to mean that the problem lies with technology per se. On the contrary, and as we suggested in the introduction, technological making is indissolubly linked with the distinctively human way of being-in-the-world. Our technologies often enable us to become more of ourselves, more personally interrelated with each other, more dynamically engaged with the world, and better able, even, to worship the living God. So it may help to preface our consideration of modern technology’s impact of diminishing human existence by considering the remarkably positive impact that several premodern technologies had upon human consciousness, technologies that we take for granted when we read and write.


Writing, Reading, and Human Response-ability Before God

The Christian religion summarizes human purposes in the double commandment of love. We are commanded to love God with all of our heart, mind, soul, and strength; and we are commanded to love our neighbor as ourselves. For most of us, most of the time, both commands are only aspirational. It is precisely in considering the demands of the “Great Commandment” that we are most likely to be persuaded of our deep need for forgiveness. Love, after all, is an act of self-transcendence. It entails the giving of oneself to another. It must be freely offered. It is often costly. And love can only arise out of mature personal agency. In this connection, we commonly distinguish self-transcending love—agapē—from merely affective and/or erotic love. We also distinguish mature adult love from the love of children; a child’s love is delightful, but it remains undeveloped and as yet unable give a full account of itself. We simply do not expect childish love to be wholly self-transcending.

While human beings have surely always been capable of loving friends and relatives, cultural historians have suggested that the responsible personal agency necessary for agapē is not a feature of “human nature” per se. Rather, it appears to have emerged culturally and historically. For responsible personal agency to have arisen, human beings apparently needed to be lifted out of an original and, as it were, childlike immersion in the immediacy of nature.1 In the first volume of his remarkable historical study of social order, Order and History, entitled Israel and Revelation, Eric Voegelin described the original human experience as follows:

Whatever man may be, he knows himself a part of being. The great stream of being in which he flows while it flows through him, is the same stream to which belongs everything else that drifts into his perspective. . . . We move in a charmed community where everything that meets us has force and will and feelings, where animals and plants can be men and gods, when men can be divine and gods are kings.2


Voegelin’s purpose in trying to represent this original experience for the modern reader was twofold: In the first place, he wanted to suggest that to know oneself as “a part of being” is not yet to know oneself as capable of responsible “historical” agency. Voegelin also wanted his modern readers to see that, for responsible historical agency to have become a possibility, human awareness needed somehow to be lifted out of the participatory worldview of archaic cosmology. Human beings needed to see that they could stand apart from and in a sense above the great stream of natural being.

Voegelin then went on to argue that human consciousness experienced a kind of “leap in being”3 in ancient Israel’s experience of revelation, that is, in the nation’s founding declaration that a God who stood entirely outside and above nature had entered into the natural continuum and had spoken personally to Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and eventually to Moses, calling them into relationship with himself. “Suppose . . . they ask me, ‘What is his name?’ Then what shall I tell them?” Moses inquired of the voice that had addressed him from out of the oddly—unnaturally—burning bush (Ex 3:13). “I AM WHO I AM,” came the astounding reply. “Say to the Israelites, ‘The LORD, the God of your fathers—the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob—appeared to me and said: I have watched over you. . . . And I have promised to bring you up out of your misery in Egypt into a land flowing with milk and honey’” (Ex 3:15-17).

Israel’s exodus from Egypt was, thus, far more than simply a demographic event. Indeed, as sociologist Peter Berger observed,

It constituted a break with an entire universe. At the heart of the religion of ancient Israel lies the vehement repudiation of both the Egyptian and the Mesopotamian versions of cosmic order, a repudiation that was, of course, extended to the pre-Israelite indigenous culture of Syria-Palestine. The “fleshpots of Egypt,” from which Yahweh led Israel into the desert, stood above all for the security of the cosmic [the natural] order in which Egyptian culture was rooted.4


What Yahweh’s address to Israel called forth, in such a way as to permanently alter the course of human history, was the possibility of dialogue with the living God and hence of a fundamentally new way of being-in-the-world, a way-of-being that would no longer place the primary emphasis upon the maintenance of cosmic order, but would insist instead upon the paramount importance of individual, personal, responsible, and historical human agency before the face of God. Voegelin wrote,

What is new in the eleventh and tenth centuries of Israelite history is the application of psychological knowledge to the understanding of personalities who, as individuals, have become the carriers of a spiritual force on the scene of pragmatic history. No such character portraits [as those found on page after page in the Old Testament] were ever drawn of Babylonian, Assyrian, or Egyptian rulers, whose personalities . . . disappear behind their functions as the representatives and preservers of cosmic order in society.5


As Voegelin’s observations suggest, the “leap in being” catalyzed by Yahweh’s revelation of himself to ancient Israel opened up fundamentally new possibilities for human being-in-the-world. It would take centuries for these possibilities to sink into human consciousness, and responsible personal agency before God would not be pushed to its logical conclusion in the innermost recesses of the human soul until the revelation of Israel’s Messiah. Still, ancient Israel’s experience of revelation signaled the turning of a new page in human history. Thereafter “response-able,” personal, and truly historical agency would move to center stage in world history.

The divine address that occasioned human response-ability, furthermore, was neither arbitrary nor capricious, but ethical and rational, established by covenant, and—most importantly for our present purposes—fixed in written texts. Indeed, it appears that an ingenious technology played a crucial role in facilitating Israel’s “leap in being.” That technology, of course, was literacy, that simple yet clever technique of objectifying thought in a durable and transmissible form. Writing and reading pull us temporarily out of the immediacy of being. They foster reflection, introspection, individuation, and the self-conscious appreciation of oneself as over and against others. By separating the knower from the known, as cultural historian Walter Ong observes in a seminal study of the historical and cultural impact of literacy, writing makes an increasingly articulate introspectivity possible.6 It opens the self to both the external objective world and its own interior world, over and against which the objective world—including other persons—is now apprehended. “More than any other single invention,” Ong declares, “writing has transformed consciousness.”7 And, indeed, as he notes elsewhere, “all major advances in consciousness depend upon technological transformations and implementations of the word.”8

The technological transformation and implementation of the word that has resulted in some of the most significant advances in human consciousness was phonetic literacy. Because it is relatively easy to learn and employ, phonetic literacy was surely one of the most significant technological developments in human history. It appears to have made possible a new understanding of the self, and with this new understanding, any number of new social and cultural formations.

As far as historians have been able to discover, the phonetic alphabet was invented just once—or possibly twice in rapid succession in very nearly the same location—among Northern Semitic peoples around 1500 BC.9 The phonetic system appears to have been invented to keep track of simple commercial transactions—which is to say, for mundane practical and economic reasons—but it also came to be used to record and mediate powerful religious experiences. In conjunction with the use of the alphabet, a new space seems to have opened up between human culture and the immediacy of nature. This was perhaps because, as philosopher David Abram notes, the written characters of the phonetic alphabet—its phonemes—no longer correspond to sensible phenomena but solely to the range of sounds the human mouth can produce.10 In using the alphabet, our attention is subtly shifted away, Abram reasoned, “from any outward or worldly reference of the pictorial image . . . [and a] direct association is established between the pictorial sign and the vocal gesture, for the first time completely bypassing the thing pictured.”11

Abram laments this development, believing that the roots of our modern ecological crisis may be traced back to this separation of the human from the natural. He suggests, furthermore, that the silencing of nature has become particularly problematic within Christian civilization precisely because Christianity’s original documents were written in Greek, the first language in which both consonants and vowels were represented by abstract phonetic symbols. Abram’s provocative thesis is reminiscent of Marshall McLuhan’s contention in Understanding Media that phonetic literacy lies at the root of Western technical rationality. “Only alphabetic cultures,” McLuhan wrote,

have ever mastered connected lineal sequences as pervasive forms of psychic and social organization. The breaking up of experience into uniform units in order to produce faster action and change of form (applied knowledge) has been the secret of Western power over man and nature alike. That is the reason why our Western industrial programs have quite involuntarily been so militant, and our military programs have been so industrial. Both are shaped by the alphabet in their technique of transformation and control by making all situations uniform and continuous.12


Now, although Abram’s indictment of Christian civilization is debatable, and while McLuhan seems often to have allowed himself to be carried away by his own rhetoric, phonetic literacy does appear to have occasioned a number of fundamentally new human possibilities that the inventors of this “transformation and implementation of the word” could not have foreseen. This ingenious technological invention, in short, seems closely bound up with what has traditionally been assumed to be an exclusively theological development, an understanding that places a great deal of emphasis upon responsible and personal human agency before God and neighbor—which is to say, of love. While no one confesses “Jesus is Lord” except by the Holy Spirit (1 Cor 12:3), nevertheless beyond that first generation of eyewitnesses, Christians everywhere have come to faith on the basis of the apostles’ testimony to Jesus. It pleased God that their testimony should have been preserved with the aid of phonetic literacy.





OEBPS/nav.xhtml






Sommaire



		Cover



		Title Page



		Dedication Page



		Contents



		Preface



		Acknowledgments



		Introduction



		1 Machine Technology and Human Being



		2 The Momentum and Inertia of Modern Technological Development



		3 The Technological Worldview



		4 Remembering Where We Are and Who We Are



		5 What On Earth Shall We Do?



		A Personal Conclusion



		Epilogue: On Eucharistic Embodiment



		Author Index



		Subject Index



		Scripture Index



		Notes



		Praise for Modern Technology and the Human Future



		About the Author



		More Titles from InterVarsity Press



		Copyright





Pagination de l'édition papier



		1



		III



		VI



		VIII



		IX



		X



		XI



		XII



		XIII



		XIV



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		237



Guide

		Cover

		MODERNTECHNOLOGYAND THEHUMAN FUTURE

		Start of content

		Contents





OEBPS/images/TP_art.jpg





OEBPS/images/AI_IVP_Academic_G.jpg
™ .
IVP Academic

An imprint of InterVarsity Press
Downers Grove, Illinois





OEBPS/images/rond.jpg





OEBPS/cover/cover.jpg
MODERN
BN SRR INEER S (5 R
AND THE
HUMAN FUTURE

A CHRISTIAN APPRAISAL

CRAIG M. GAY





