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Introduction


In the early 1960s, Hanna-Barbera produced a space-age counterpart to its animated sitcom hit The Flintstones. While that show had been set in the distant past, the studio set this new show, The Jetsons, in the “distant” future: the early 2060s. The Jetsons live in Orbit City, with its houses, stores, and office buildings rising into the sky on pillars. Cars fly. Robots clean and crack one-liners. Family life is filled with the same gaffes that make up your normal sitcom, but technological advances (and sometimes malfunction) provide fun distractions.

Even though we see that The Jetsons got a lot wrong, we’re constantly tempted to think about technology this way. Gadgets will continue to evolve, but humans will stay basically the same. Michael Bess calls this the Jetsons fallacy and argues that it pulses through many influential sci-fi visions of the future. Alien species and intelligent robots coexist right alongside unmodified humans, who grapple with challenges and often emerge as the heroes. Yet this is a fallacy because radical technological change will radically shape humans as well. As Bess puts it,

The only problem with this comforting picture of the future is that it is probably not true! We are headed into a social order whose most salient new feature may well be the systematic modification of human bodies and minds through increasingly powerful means. The process is already underway today and seems unlikely to slow down in the decades to come. The prevalence of the Jetsons fallacy suggests that many people in contemporary society are living in a state of denial, psychologically unprepared for what is actually far more likely to be coming their way.1


In other words, technology changes us, so our future probably isn’t one where humans are exactly the same and robots just come alongside us. The change will be deeper.

A Christian version of the Jetsons fallacy would go something like this. Discipleship is about following Christ, and we can direct any technology toward that end rather easily. As long as we avoid obvious sin (don’t use your smartphone to watch pornography, for instance), technology will continue to be a blessed add-on to the life of faith. But one futurist puts the problem with this idea very simply: “Humans were always far better at inventing tools than using them wisely.”2 Thinkers such as Bess would say that this Christian version fails to grapple with the potential for technology to change radically the way we think about what it means to be human and what sort of future we hope for.

But is this just an overreaction, built on fear? Has this sort of change happened before on any scale? Perhaps we need to ask a different question.


Time

What time is it?

That seems like a straightforward question, doesn’t it? One that we ask and answer routinely. But if we probe the question more deeply, we see that it is not so simple. In fact, technology has profoundly shaped the way we ask and answer this question. Let’s follow this “time question” back through time.

We tell time differently than our parents did. Today, people more often wear watches for style than for need: we are more likely to check the time on our phone or our computer than on a watch. Not only are our devices different, but the level of precision we expect has changed as well. In a 2014 Wired Magazine article, Adam Mann trumpets accuracy: “Throw out that lame old atomic clock that’s only accurate to a few tens of quadrillionths of a second. The U.S. has introduced a new atomic clock that is three times more accurate than previous devices.”3 These atomic clocks synchronize time for much of our technology, such as power grids, GPS systems, and the Apple Watch. Sometimes when I am getting close to the end of a class and I’m unsure of the exact time, I’ll query my students, “What time does Siri say it is?” When it comes to dismissing class, students expect precision.

The differences in timekeeping and time telling continue. Our parents told time differently from their Civil War–era great-grandparents. Clocks and personal watches entered mass production early in the twentieth century, so it would have been much more common for our parents to rely on them than those living in the nineteenth century. The timepieces aren’t the only differences: time zones around the world were not standardized until the late nineteenth century—largely to keep the trains running on time and not into one another.

To jump even further back, those Civil War–era great-grandparents told time differently than Martin Luther did. After the Reformation, clocks got smaller and more accurate. In the 1540s the first public tower clocks came into use, providing an official time for villages and towns.4 In the 1570s, inventors gave the world the minute hand, an advance over clocks marking only the quarter-hours.

Martin Luther told time differently than Saint Augustine did shortly before the Roman Empire fell. Augustine’s options included sand clocks, much like the hourglasses that sometimes accompany board games today. But candles formed to mark the passing of hours did not see the light of day—or the dark of night—for another four hundred years.

And this progression relates solely to what we call clock time, which itself varies through history and between communities. It isn’t the only kind of time.

We could multiply candidates for types of time, but let’s just add two: natural time and religious time.5 Prior to the spread of the mechanical clock and a more abstract calendar, hours were marked by natural time, and days by religious time. What time is it? Well, how many hours since daybreak? How much daylight left? What time is it? What part of the church year is it? Before Easter? After?

We’re beginning to see how complicated the question “What time is it?” really is. Obviously, the answer depends on what type of technology is or is not available. But we need to push one layer deeper. How do these different ways of telling time, these different technologies of timekeeping, affect the way we experience time and think about time? How do humans live and love differently when we consider our days through different frameworks? As one writer puts it, “What kind of time you perceive really depends on what kind of clock you are reading.”6 Fully answering these questions for the technology of time would take us too far afield, but raising the issue helps us see how deep questions about technology really go.

To take one example, standardizing clock time played an important role in unifying the United States as a nation. As scholar Thomas Allen has argued, standardized clock time “created a shared ‘simultaneity’ of experience that linked individuals together in an ‘imagined community’ moving together through time.”7 According to some scholars, this standardized clock time competed with and triumphed over other forms of time: “The abstract rationality of the clock . . . works to drive all other meanings out of time. Clock time supersedes modes of temporal experience based in religion, nature, or other ‘premodern’ cultural traditions. Both of these accounts make rational, value-free temporal structures central to modern nationhood.”8 According to this notion, the way we experience time influences the way that we feel connected (or disconnected) from others. Building a nation requires the ability to feel connected to a vast number of people, most of whom I will not meet or see. Religious time and natural time serve to connect me with those who share my religion or my location, and those times help me to see the world in a certain way. Abstract clock time, however, opens up a way of thinking about the world that makes it possible to imagine a nation, to feel connected to a larger group of people.9 In part this connection relies on the fact that early clock time, especially in early modern Europe, was mainly kept in public places—town clocks—rather than on private devices—watches, phones.10 At the same time, the fact that timekeeping devices are now standardized to the same “time” reinforces this communal connection over large distances. Different ways of thinking about time encourage or make possible different ways of thinking about a community, a people, an “us.” A community keeps common time.

Let’s consider one more example: how the mechanical clock changed the human view of work. In a 1967 essay, E. P. Thompson argues that mechanical clocks altered factory work in England by restructuring work habits and similarly encouraging an inward notion of time. This restructuring “led individuals to accept the Industrial Revolution’s basic premises of quantifiable wage labor and systematic production.”11 Mechanical time changed the way workers viewed time and the value of their labor. It hit them in the wallet.

Other scholars of time have noted a third example of the impact of standardizing clock time. This measurable change has been an important piece in a larger movement toward the importance of measuring and standardizing in terms of uniform operation.12 The development of standardized clock technology has made it possible to measure and value standardization.

These changes weren’t met as a neutral technology that could be directed in various ways, either. For instance, as late as 1830, rebellious popular classes in Paris attacked clock towers all over the city because clock time was used to oppress them.13 Clock time is embedded in power relations, in property relations, in work relations. The mechanical clock was not merely a neutral tool but one that encouraged and made possible certain ways of viewing and experiencing the world.

In reality, our experience of time does not rely solely on clock time. Our experience of time is a complex web of clock, natural, religious, and other measurements of time.14 However, clock time did disrupt this web, and timekeeping technologies have shaped human experience. For example, scholars have noted the split that we can typically see between a rural natural time (which is slow and simple) and an urban clock time (quick, unsentimental, etc.).15 Another difference between natural time and clock time is the public nature of clock time. These types of time overlap and influence one another, and the growing precision of clock technology affects this web of how humans experience time. In a way, humans make what time it is, because we invent and improve timekeeping. But in another sense, the way that we tell time turns around and makes us as well. It affects the way we think about a community, our work, and the passing of our lives. Our time devices shape us in certain ways, teaching us to value certain things and showing us reality in different lights.

There is an ambiguity here in “human making.” We can read that with humans as either the subject or the object of the making. Human making can mean humans as the ones doing the making. We could also read it as humans being made. Humans as the maker or the made, as in “humans making technologies” or as “technologies making humans.” “Human making: what technology we create” and “human making: what technology does to us.” This ambiguity is our reality.

Now, I’m not promoting a slippery-slope argument here, trying to scare you by saying technology use will inevitably lead to catastrophic outcomes, no matter what. The argument isn’t “Technology shapes us, so avoid technology.” We can’t do that anyway. At the same time, we must avoid the slippery slope of “Tools can’t tell us what to do, therefore we don’t need to think about how they shape us; we just need to use them wisely.” Rather, part of responsible, wise, faithful use of tools is analyzing the ways that certain tools shape us to see the world in certain ways, and then to ask whether those ways are consistent with the life of a disciple of Christ. If they aren’t, then the answer could be to reject certain tools. Or it could be to limit tools in a certain way or to commit to other forms of life that can strengthen us in our resolve to pursue holiness in light of the many ways our world tempts us off that path.

To make this more concrete, I’ll jump to two specific examples. We’ve all heard the line, “When you have a hammer, everything looks like a nail.” There is wisdom in that; when we wield a certain tool, it affects the way we see the world, looking for ways to use the tool. But we also all recognize that part of the wisdom in the line is that we can be holding a hammer, we can slow down, and we can think, “Now, is that really a nail? Should I really hit it?” Another specific example could be the way having smartphones in our pockets affects how we interpret, process, and experience our daily lives. Maybe the line could be “When you’ve got a smartphone with a camera and the ability to post something online, everything looks like a status update.” We see the parallel here: just like the hammer makes everything look like a nail, having a smartphone might encourage us to think more about what we can project into the world than perhaps we should. In both cases, we could imagine ourselves stopping and evaluating the situation: Is that really a nail I should hit with this hammer? Is this really a moment I should post rather than simply enjoy privately?

To add some technical language to these two examples, each tool pushes us toward the goal that the tool is best made for. The hammer pushes us, even a little bit, toward hammering. The smartphone, toward actions such as posting. We have to be aware of this, unless we think that our goals in life will always align with the goals that tools were made for. Here is where we can introduce a helpful and important distinction between these two examples. One of them is much more momentous because we engage with this tool much more often, on much more intimate matters, and in more immersive ways.

Of course, I’m not talking about the hammer (unless you’re in a building trade). I’m talking about the smartphone. It is much more effective in the ways that it pulls us toward the goals it was made for. It is much more seductive in co-opting us into its story about what we need. Just as we can stop and put the hammer down, we can stop and put the phone down and deliberate. But it becomes harder and harder to do so. Harder and harder to want to do so as we become more and more formed by the types of actions and goals that smartphones are best at achieving. Tools aren’t neutral; rather, they encourage us and shape us toward certain goals, and they often do so in hidden ways.16 If we have different goals—and disciples of Christ most certainly do—then we must not take for granted the power that tools have, especially immersive tools, in redirecting which goals we are really devoting ourselves to.

Technology doesn’t determine our future, but it also isn’t silent; technology is far from neutral. As Thomas Allen summarizes the insight of Bruno Latour, “The meaning of a technology is neither contained within the technology itself nor determined by the human being making use of that technology, but emerges out of the interaction between the two. . . . Human beings and machines each possess unique capacities for action that produce new possibilities when combined.” He continues, “Obviously only human actors possess the will to make decisions, to initiate action, but the possession of a particular device can shape what a human being wants to do.”17 We must understand this shaping better, because it will happen whether we recognize it or not. In fact, in his recent controversial and conversation-generating book, The Benedict Option, Rod Dreher identifies the issue of technology as one of the two most important challenges that Christians must learn to address.18 In fact, after the book’s publication he lamented that so few people take the technology chapter seriously.19 Technologies are shaping us. And shaping people, after all, is just another way of talking about discipleship.

Recently, philosopher Shannon Vallor has recognized this idea from a secular perspective. She uses the virtue tradition in philosophical ethics to engage these topics. Her Technology and the Virtues: A Philosophical Guide to a Future Worth Wanting provides three helpful concepts for us at this stage. First, while it is difficult to know what tomorrow’s technology will look like, it is even more difficult to predict what people will be like as a result. In fact, “A futurist’s true aim is not to envision the technological future but our technosocial future—a future defined not by which gadgets we invent, but by how our evolving technological powers become embedded in co-evolving social practices, values, and institutions.”20 Christian thinkers have recognized this need as well. According to Alan Jacobs, Christians must train people in contemplative practices so that they can properly reflect on technology.21

Next, Vallor names our blindness to the way technology forms us. As she puts it, “Our growing technosocial blindness, a condition that I will call acute technosocial opacity, makes it increasingly difficult to identify, seek, and secure the ultimate goal of ethics—a life worth choosing; a life lived well.”22 While Christian theology leads us to nuance the ultimate goal, we can stand to heed Vallor’s warning here: it is very, very difficult to see what we need to see in order to make good decisions in relation to technology and our shared future.

Finally, Vallor argues that we need “technomoral virtues” to help us see and choose a “future worth wanting.” While her specifics do not concern us here, this basic stance helps us define our need and our path in this book. Technology isn’t simply about tools, and if we are going to pursue the difficult task of imagining our future with technology, we must draw on the right resources to develop wisdom in the face of technology that shapes us.

Already people are choosing to opt out of the formation they feel from technology and instead choosing a future worth wanting. For example, journalist Andrew Sullivan realized how the frenetic pace of online life was diminishing his well-being: “I either lived as a voice online or I lived as a human being in the world that humans had lived in since the beginning of time. And so I decided, after 15 years, to live in reality.”23 A Christian journalist reflects in a similar way:

I have slowly become more withdrawn and introverted. I have noticed this for the past couple of years, and figured it was just part of getting older. I used to be fairly extroverted, but now when I take tests like the Myers-Briggs, I am marked as an introvert. I find public events more stressful than ever. I am most comfortable mediating my interactions with people through a screen.24


Now, you might think that I’m beginning to exaggerate here. Surely online journalists have to consider how much they use the internet, but not you! That may be the case, but consider the overall state of our culture, as represented statistically. Nicholas Carr explains,

So you bought that new iPhone. If you are like the typical owner, you’ll be pulling your phone out and using it some 80 times a day, according to data Apple collects. That means you’ll be consulting the glossy little rectangle nearly 30,000 times over the coming year. Your new phone, like your old one, will become your constant companion and trusty factotum—your teacher, secretary, confessor, guru. The two of you will be inseparable.25


In fact, legal theorists are beginning to grapple with whether a smartphone contains so much personal data and information that it merits protections similar to your private thoughts.26

So where does this interaction between the two—between technology itself and the human being—lead us? How is it shaping us? I argue that much of modern technology tends toward a transhuman future—a future created by the next stage of evolution (the posthuman), moving beyond what it currently means to be human. This argument might initially startle you: most people would not say they want to become posthuman, or to have their brains uploaded to a computer, or some other sci-fi scenario. Yet technology disciples us. And if we look closely, we can see that uncritical use of technology can shape us to be more attracted to transhumanism than we might think we are—or want to be.

Futurists recognize this fact. As one puts it, “We’re not evolving, we’re upgrading; just like software.”27 In his work on how humans will “upgrade” themselves, Yuval Noah Harari says,

This will not happen in a day, or in a year. Indeed, it is already happening right now, through innumerable mundane actions. Every day millions of people decide to grant their smartphone a bit more control over their lives or try a new and more effective antidepressant drug. In pursuit of health, happiness, and power, humans will gradually change first one of their features and then another, and another, until they will no longer be human.28


Our everyday technology use shapes us into this train of thought.

To put it less bluntly: we have to pay attention to our technology use, and we should be careful not to adopt categories for evaluation that will simply reaffirm our existing patterns. As journalist Michael Harris argues, “Every technology will alienate you from some part of your life. That is its job. Your job is to notice. First notice the difference. And then, every time, choose.”29 In short, I argue that Christians must engage today’s technology creatively and critically in order to counter the ways these technologies tend toward a transhuman future. If we ignore this need, pretending instead that technology is neutral and that we can easily bend it in the way that we choose, we will be caught up in tendencies that will not benefit us because they aren’t truly human tendencies. Human making is happening, and technology is a powerful part of that making, sneaking its values into us at almost every turn.




Our Path Forward

How can we understand human making: both in the sense of the tools that humans make but also in the sense of the ways those tools shape and “make” humans? I want to answer this question by exploring the world of transhumanism. Transhumanism and posthumanism are two related philosophical movements tied closely to the promises of technology. Posthumanism argues that there is a next stage in human evolution. In this stage, humans will become posthuman because of our interaction with and connection to technology. Transhumanism, on the other hand, promotes values that contribute to this change. Transhumanism aims at posthumanism, and both are based to a large degree on the potential offered by technology. In a way, transhumanism provides the thinking and method for moving toward posthumanism. Transhumanism leads to posthumanism. They share a common value system, and in this book I will refer primarily to transhumanism but also occasionally to posthumanism because of this connection. Understanding the values of transhumanism is not an end in itself. Rather, I want to consider how our current use of technology might prepare us for such a future—whether we currently like it or not.

Chapter one braids three issues together. First, it defines technology and provides some background on thinking about it and its pervasiveness. Second, it introduces transhumanism and its vision for the future. Third, it draws on some key theological insights for framing these issues. I argue that our practices of technology use—like any practices—carry us toward certain understandings of what it means to be flourishing human beings—we’ll talk about these “liturgies” throughout the book. Proper assessment of any technology must identify and evaluate these connections between technologies and the ways they might shape us.

The next several chapters of the book define transhumanism and then examine four specific aspects of transhumanism that relate to particular technologies and bring up certain ways of asking questions of technology. Our goal here is to understand transhumanism and to come to grips with the way certain technologies tend toward transhumanist anthropology, or a transhumanist vision for human flourishing. In these chapters, the goal will be to introduce the concept, explain how it advances a posthumanist agenda, engage it critically, and then turn to current technologies that advance this type of an agenda. After defining transhumanism in general, I develop three chapters related to changing human biology, connecting human biology to technology, and “leaving” biology for nonbiological substances. The logic of this progression moves further and further from the physically human, and it parallels the options proposed by works such as Harari’s Homo Deus: A Brief History of Tomorrow.30 Chapter two introduces transhumanism in general, chapter three explores morphological freedom, chapter four explains augmented reality, and chapter five turns to artificial intelligence and mind uploading.

The final chapters focus on particular questions related to how various technologies shape people to become more accepting of the transhuman future. Each chapter includes an illustration from particular technologies of the past and how they have shaped humans. We also treat the question of each chapter and relate it to transhumanism. Finally, we finish each chapter with biblical themes, counterpractices, and an image to orient the way we live with technology. These help us counteract the negative formative influences of some technologies without simply rejecting the particular technology.

Chapter six begins with medical technology and how it affects our view of the patient and the role of the doctor. We will then focus on technologies surrounding virtual reality, especially popular versions such as those using smartphones. These technologies shift notions of experience in ways that make people more amenable to the sort of existence proposed by posthumanism. We conclude the chapter by explaining practices and concepts that can guide Christians to continue to value physical, in-the-flesh interactions and experiences. In this account we draw on the image of the storyteller.

Chapter seven begins with mapping technologies and how they have shaped human experience of places. We then focus on technologies that promote a sense of cosmopolitanism, along with elements of global capitalism, that downplays the importance of local place; this downplay is an important aspect of formation for a posthuman future. We conclude the chapter by looking at place as a theological notion and argue for the importance of face-to-face Christian worship (as opposed to virtual worship, televised worship, or remote preachers). In this portion we draw on the image of the neighbor to reorient the way we live in places.

We begin chapter eight with robotic technology and how it is changing human relationships. Then we focus on technologies that shift our notion of what it means to be in a relationship with people, including various social media, as well as virtual reality, again, with a focus on relationships as opposed to experiences. The chapter concludes by turning to Albert Borgmann’s argument about the centrality of the table for maintaining strong, face-to-face relationships. In this section we turn to the image of the friend to guide and ground the way we consider relationships.

The ninth chapter begins with communications technology and the way it changes human experience of thought. Our focus then turns to technologies used for the construction and presentation of the self. This focus demonstrates how these technologies not only serve as tools for identity projection but also shape the way we think about ourselves and who we are. We explore the way that people often feel an implicit pressure to share socially any experience—almost as if it did not happen if it does not make it onto a Facebook page.

Chapter ten concludes the book by turning again to the practices developed in previous chapters to show that learning to focus on receiving others, rather than building one’s self-image, is a more reliable route to a strong sense of self. We attempt to combine these practices into a practice of sharing meals together, in which we draw together notions of ecclesiology, the other, and table fellowship to give a substantive account of the good and how that account shapes the self. Here the images of storyteller, neighbor, and friend also come together.

If we are going to understand human making so that we can use tools well, make good things, and be shaped in faithful ways, we have to dive right into a fuller understanding of technology. What is it, exactly? What isn’t it? It’s time to search for answers to these questions.
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TECHNOLOGY AND MORAL FORMATION
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What is technology? We use this word in multiple ways. On one hand, technology refers to tools that humans create so they can achieve some sort of goal. A hammer, for instance, is technology. Eyeglasses, technology.1 On the other hand, when we use the word technology today, we most often refer to digital technology. If your friend says that she’s really into technology, she means digital gadgets, not garden tools. And as microchips become smaller and smaller and cheaper and cheaper, more “old” tools are becoming, to some degree, digital. You can get an app to control your lights, your sprinklers, and your robot vacuum. This “internet of things” is made up of networked thermostats and other devices that can now be controlled by smartphones—or your voice. We use the word technology in both ways, but we also must realize this shift in terminology that prioritizes digital technologies as simply “technology.” As I mentioned in the introduction, all of these tools are technology, but digital technologies invite an immersion that affects our formation in a more persistent way than hammers, for instance. But how do these technologies form us? Are they tempting us with a particular vision of human flourishing?

I’ll repeat my description of transhumanism from the introduction. Transhumanism and posthumanism are two related philosophical movements tied closely to the promises of technology. Posthumanism argues that there is a next stage in human evolution. In this stage, humans will become posthuman because of our interaction with and connection to technology. Transhumanism, on the other hand, promotes values that contribute to this change. Transhumanism aims at posthumanism, and both are based to a large degree on the potential offered by technology. In a way, transhumanism provides the thinking and method for moving toward posthumanism. Transhumanism is the process, posthumanism the goal. They share a common value system, and in this book I will primarily refer to transhumanism but also to posthumanism.

Technology promises seemingly limitless possibilities, and transhumanism and posthumanism trumpet this potential. Some of the possibilities sound far-fetched, and many people hesitate to adopt them. Few today would volunteer for the opportunity to upload their consciousness into a computer, for instance. Whether they recognize something less than human about this type of “consciousness” or simply react emotionally against it, their hesitancy remains.

But can this stance last? While some people will change their minds based on careful research and thought—including theologians of various religious perspectives—others will gradually change in less dramatic senses because the way we use tools today changes us for tomorrow.2 Our use of the tools that humans make in turn shapes us as humans; these tools can make us into something else through our interaction with them. This change is because tools come with a governing logic, and that logic projects a certain type of future.3 Some technologists even speak as though technology itself “wants” something that it is pursuing.4 Created things come with projects instilled in them by their creator, so tools we make carry these projects with them.5 And these projects, this governing logic, shape us. This idea disturbs us, as Harari puts well: “We like the idea of shaping stone knives, but we don’t like the idea of being stone knives ourselves.”6 Our tools draw us toward one thing and away from another; “Just as every technology is an invitation to enhance some part of our lives, it’s also, necessarily, an invitation to be drawn away from something else.”7 We make them; they make us.

Considering this issue more deeply, we can turn to some helpful definitions and distinctions. First, we are circling the discipline of media ecology, “which studies how technology operates within cultures and how it changes them over time.”8 We will be concerned with the impact of technology on Christian culture, especially how Christians consider what it means to be human and how to live a flourishing human life. Second, we must recognize that this happens on many levels. Theologian Craig Gay draws on Jacques Ellul to speak about waves, currents, and depths: just as the ocean has surface waves, currents beneath those, and depths below all of that, our treatment of technology and moral formation must take into account these various levels and their connections.9 Another theologian identifies four “layers” of technology: technology as hardware, as manufacturing, as methodology, and as social usage.10 While some might still insist that our technology questions are only about balance, not good or bad, we must reckon not only with good and evil in the present but with good and evil in regards to who we are becoming.11

Another writer refers to the difference between technology and technological people. As he puts it,

There is nothing wrong with technology per se. But there is something wrong with technological people. The difference between the two is that “technology” is merely a tool used to pursue substantial human ends, whereas technological people abandon human ends in favor of exclusively technological ones. The former view is classical, the latter that of Silicon Valley dataists and transhumanists for whom human beings are themselves merely “obsolete algorithms” soon to be replaced by synthetic ones far superior to them in every way.12


The difficulty of employing technology without being shaped into “technological people” is clear.

Bioethicist Erik Parens refers to this phenomenon—the way we shape our tools and they shape us—with the term binocularity. Focusing on human enhancement, Parens notes that we can view ourselves as self-shaping subjects (the creativity stance) or as objects, thankful recipients of someone else’s shaping (the gratitude stance). We shouldn’t choose between these two but rather oscillate between them, developing a binocularity that gives us a fuller vision of—in Parens’s case—issues of bioethical enhancement.13 Now, we have to acknowledge that it is difficult to look through both of these lenses at once. But this binocularity can help us remember that we cannot view technology only as something that we use as active subjects; it also works on us and shapes us. Our current engagement with technology is not a neutral practice but one that continues to shape us to think about—and to love—technology in certain ways.

We’re not talking about the way technologies themselves can become idols, but how our use of technology can change us in deep ways, making us think and feel in ways that we may not expect.14 Any adequate response to technology must ask more than, “Should we use this technology right now?” Even as we acknowledge that our (and our parents’ and grandparents’, friends’ and neighbors’) engagement with previous technology shapes our current use of technology, we must look carefully at our current practices and how they might shape our, our children’s, and our grandchildren’s engagement with technology in the future. For example, how do our personal technologies change our ability to pay attention? Alan Jacobs refers to our “interruption technologies” to highlight the problem this poses.15 And, as we’ll consider below, attention is more than simple focus. These considerations matter. Our current use of technology forms us morally. What sorts of practices today can help us retain the best of what it means to be human in the future? We should not think about technology use today without considering who we will turn into tomorrow as a result.

But isn’t this simply the approach we have always had to take toward our tools? Why the alarm and the connections to transhumanism? In order to see how our choices about digital technology relate to other sorts of tools, we need to take a brief detour into the fields of neurology and cyberpsychology.


Changing Our Minds

A burgeoning field of scholars document and describe the impact of digital technology on humans. In particular, our use of technology seems to be changing our brains and thereby our behavior.16 The most visible—and memorable—early treatment of this issue was Nicholas Carr’s aptly titled “Is Google Making Us Stupid?,” published by the Atlantic in 2008.17 Carr followed this with a book-length treatment in The Shallows.18 Others have drawn similar conclusions. At the most basic level, studies are beginning to show that our technology use is changing us on a neurological level: our brains are changing.19

Cyberpsychologist Mary Aiken has analyzed these changes not only on the level of the ability to think but also on specific behaviors. This varies from person to person, depending on their tendencies and temptations. As Aiken explains, “Whenever technology comes in contact with an underlying predisposition, or tendency for a certain behavior, it can result in behavioral amplification or escalation.”20 Later she elaborates, “The cyberpsychological reality: One can easily stumble upon a behavior online and immerse oneself in new worlds and new communities, and become cyber-socialized to accept activities that would have been unacceptable just a decade ago. The previously unimaginable is now at your fingertips—just waiting to be searched.”21 In other words, our use of digital technology not only changes our ability to concentrate and focus—one of Carr’s main points. It also introduces us to and socializes us toward behaviors that we may not have encountered otherwise.

Taking the issue even broader, neuroscientist Susan Greenfield has written her appropriately titled book Mind Change: How Digital Technologies Are Leaving Their Mark on Our Brains. She named the book Mind Change because she sees parallels between what she’s observing and climate change: “Both are global, controversial, unprecedented, and multifaceted.”22 Our brains are changing, because the brain “will adapt to whatever environment in which it is placed. The cyberworld of the twenty-first century is offering a new type of environment. Therefore, the brain could be changing in parallel, in correspondingly new ways.” Furthermore, “To the extent that we can begin to understand and anticipate these changes, positive or negative, we will be better able to navigate this new world.”23 She identifies three main realms: social networking (identity and relationships), gaming (attention, addiction, and aggression), and search engines (learning and memory).24 Each of these areas leads not only to changes in behavior, as Aiken points out, but also to real neurological changes in the brain.

Though studies are beginning to make these issues clear, some might still wonder whether this is all an overreaction to a new technology. Before we discuss why I think the game has changed, we have to realize that part of the issue is that the sorts of changes scholars are beginning to notice will take years and years to understand better. As Aiken puts it, especially in reference to technology’s impact on children, “If you find yourself questioning the dangers of early digital activity and insist on hard evidence backed by science, then you’ll have to wait for another ten or twenty years, when comprehensive studies—the kind that track an individual’s development over time—are completed.”25 But if these technologies have the formative power that they seem to, we do not have the luxury to simply wait and wonder. Forming is happening now. But isn’t this always the case: that our tools are forming us?




Why the Game Has Changed

The short answer is yes. But I still think that we’re dealing with a very different game when we’re talking about digital technology. I have three primary reasons. First, the type of access that we have to digital technology is different from previous tools. Second, studies on addiction demonstrate that digital technology is a game changer. And third, I’m convinced that technology does an excellent job of recruiting disciples into its way of viewing the world. Or, as we discussed above, technology makes “technological people” very effectively. Let’s deal with each of these in turn and flesh them out.
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