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Preface





  How can I believe that digitalization is destroying everything that is dear to us if I use a computer to write a book? Many have leveled that question after hearing the subtitle of this one. To those gnawing on the issue, I answer thus: even a soldier bogged down in the hell of battle might think that weapons destroy everything that is dear, but he nonetheless employs his machine gun in defense of himself and his land. Literary self-defense against the destructive force of computers is most effectively accomplished with the computer.




  Modern technology provides power and dominion. Abstaining from it is therefore difficult when everyone else is using it. If I didn’t exploit the word-processing function of the computer or gather information from the internet, penning a book would be slower and more laborious. Set against history, computers haven’t made books any better. The book once held a far more substantial place in our culture. They brought more joy and thought to human life than they do now. Fifty years ago at least they were still read considerably more than they are today, despite perhaps not always being subjected to the meticulous rigor that computers bring to editing.




  On a purely numerical level, technology can generate a competitive edge, but that doesn’t automatically mean society or culture is better on the whole. Streamlining things rarely enlivens the experiential world of the individual or cultivates happiness. For the human, the past few centuries have seen the good parts of technological progress triumph over its bad; with technology we’ve pulled ourselves out of shortage, hunger, and the cold. The digital revolution, however, no longer improves the conditions in which we live.




  This is why I have asserted that life overall would be better had the whole machine never been invented. My own life, though, would be worse had Mika Maliranta never been invented. I engaged him regularly in conversation on the necessity of progress, the development of artificial intelligence, and technological unemployment. I recall us on every occasion being in disagreement. Mika Kukkonen has also made the world a more enjoyable place to live, and he made this book somewhat better with his highly insightful comments on the manuscript. I want to thank Risto Heiskala as well for taking me in as his doctoral student in the summer of 2014. He provided invaluable conversational guidance for my writing both prior and after. Signs that the thesis is moving forward are still nowhere to be seen, but a bit of the mental work that went into it has found new light in this book.




  I also want to thank several others who offered assistance over the course of its composition. They are Mona Moisala, Riikka Kämppi, Juha Nurmi, Minna Ruckenstein, Erka Koivunen, Juha-Matti Gärding, Sari Sarani, Matti Apunen, Juhana Vartiainen, Theodore Kaczynski, Sonja Saarikoski, Heikki Ervasti, Tanja Nuotio, Reijo Aarnio, Niina Junttila, Juho Toivola, Michael Laakasuo, Pekka Appelqvist, Torsten Groschup, Teppo Sillantaus, Hannu Hallamaa, Mari Kapanen, Maiju Lempinen, Kati Laukkanen, and many more.




  Additionally, there will always be a special place in my heart and a debt of gratitude for those who stood behind the writing of a young guy in the midst of the uncertainty and angst swarming around the tasks of getting into university and finding a job. That guy, whose youth has already passed, hereby dedicates this book to Laura Saarikoski, Seppo Pänkäläinen, and Pekka Lakka.




  It goes without saying that all errors possibly present in the book are the fault of machines.





  Lappeenranta 31 August 2018




  Pekka Vahvanen









  
1. Introduction





  On Technology’s Terms




  But lo! Men have become the tools of their tools.




  Henry David Thoreau1







  One must go forward – step by step further into decadence.


  

     Friedrich Nietzsche2







  Technology is worshiped more intensely than any god. There is hardly holier writ in our time than the necessity of digitalization. Its believers are the billions infatuated with their smartphones and inextricable from the net. Its believers are politicians on both sides of the aisle who see technological advancement as the only way to keep their country alive.




  All proclaim one liturgy: we must further Artificial Intelligence (AI) in order to ensure success among international competition. We must digitize primary education so that our children can study with modern methods. We must become a digital citizenry so that in the future we can stand on our own without anyone’s help.






  Our faith in technology is powerful because it has saved us in the past. From the Enlightenment onward, the world’s most cherished ideologies have expounded the notion of social progress. Technology has remained a condition for the forward advancement we hold as inevitable, and something science-fiction author Arthur C. Clark called “indistinguishable from magic.”3 The Industrial Revolution took off at the end of the eighteenth century and launched humanity from its place at the subsistence level into unseen prosperity. The late nineteenth and twentieth centuries made the magic of technology part of our daily existence – everyone now had the sorcery to travel from place to place rapidly and talk with people on the other side of the planet.




  Our belief in the benevolence of technology, however, is beginning to flirt with gimbal lock. Technology is no longer a force that molds society into something better, and this book is an examination of how advancement has managed to depart from its intended course. We are endowed already with too much progress, and it no longer contributes to our well-being. The things that once powered us toward a brighter tomorrow are now undermining our purpose.




  A quiet opposition to the satiating nature of technology has begun to take shape. Intel’s research division, IntelLabs, conducted a survey that showed 61 percent of young adults feel technology is making the world less humane. The responses from eight nations indicate how more than anyone, the millennial is troubled by the undesirable sides of tech.4




  We have indulged in the joys of social media, but we have also become drenched in its deleterious effects. The aversion to meeting and being with each other just grows as internet messaging makes communication “easier.” The subtle nuances of face-to-face interaction and our capacity for empathy get crowded out in internet conversation. Social media is a wellspring of fabricated happiness where the constant comparison with others’ performance and appearance breeds feelings of insufficiency. Research links time spent on Facebook with unhappiness, and it shows that just setting it aside allows satisfaction with life to increase.5




  The disappearance of jobs is also a point of concern. The oft cited work of Oxford University researchers Carl Benedikt Frey and Michael A. Osborne predicts that AI and robotics development could eliminate 47 percent of jobs in America by the early 2030s.6




  The 2016 US presidential election revealed how the digital transformation is also having its way with politics. Political consulting firm Cambridge Analytica used farmed data to construct voter models that made manipulating voters easier. Many advertisers do the same – stick their noses in our search terms looking for strings to pull to get us to buy more trinkets. Facebook has been less than eager to regulate the violation of privacy or the manipulation of users – the very pillars on which its business model is based.




  Our ability to concentrate and engage in reflective thought is also under threat in the computer age. It is not uncommon for office workers today to check their email and click through Facebook pages tens of times every hour.7 This makes the execution of tasks that require prolonged thought more difficult, and in the face of the flood of stimulant, new and immediate are often prioritized over important.




  Intelligence researchers are already asking if the flattening (or in Scandinavia, the decreasing) IQ test scores of the developed world are partly due to smartphone and computer culture. Nobel prize-winning economist Robert Solow has famously stated that the rise of computers has been a boon for everything – except productivity. That figure for Finland from 2007-2017 has remained essentially unchanged despite constant growth in computer capability. Could this gap be at least somewhat attributable to computers making us lazier, stupider, and less industrious?8




  In spite of it all, the economic and political elite see no other alternative than leaping headlong into the stream of digitalization.




  And many have raised red flags. More extreme than the threat of mass unemployment are the long-term scenarios where an AI that exceeds human intelligence destroys civilization. Fewer and fewer thinking humans relegate this to the realm of science fiction; it has been accepted as a genuine danger by such names as physicist Stephen Hawking, Tesla CEO Elon Musk, and Oxford University AI expert Nick Bostrom.9


  Some of technology’s effects are unequivocally at odds with us. The idea that our digital habits are spied on and that our data is being used against us will never sit nice. Technology is seductive, and we use it completely on our own volition. It is easy to become addicted to Facebook, because it whets our appetite for admirers and self-emphasis. Simultaneously, we wake up to the realization that it is toxic.




  Two well-known dystopias that center on technology emerged in Britain before the world was halfway through the twentieth century. George Orwell’s 1984 has seen more of the limelight. In Orwellian society, nearly every movement of the individual is monitored, freedom is crushed, and a suffocating state enterprise employs technology to control and subjugate its citizens.




  Aldus Huxley’s nightmare is subtler, but in no way less worrying. The people of Brave New World use efficiency and enjoyment as their benchmark for everything, all things seem to be in place, but closer inspection uncovers a twisted picture of progress and happiness. Humanity’s needs are met and life appears as one uniform plateau of pleasure, but people live decoupled from nature, and (almost) everyone persists in a state of domestication, incapable of thinking outside the lines or imagining anything bigger than themselves.




  If Orwell feared the censorship of books, Huxley feared that no one would even care to read. If Orwell feared some external treachery would make life a living hell, Huxley feared a life of abundance and fun would make our lives meaningless.10




  Huxley’s nightmares are increasingly our own. Much of the substance of life goes away when we approach it through the lens of the IT engineer. We are prone to maximizing the principle of efficiency, scraping ourselves spiritually hollow, chasing after empty entertainment, and becoming those for whom a hexadecimal world of no diversity is unenjoyable.
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  There is an ugly side to progress that we are not invited to see, because many have an entrenched interest in keeping the perpetual development engine humming at high rpm.




  But there is much to behold on this ugly side. Whenever technological advancement gives us something new, it takes something else away. Industry and transport systems that are dependent on fossil fuels have brought us wealth and well-being – i.e., progress, but this forward march has polluted the atmosphere, contaminated the waterways, and (as a matter of general scientific consensus) is jeopardizing the future of our whole planet.




  Progress in the development of IT is also backfiring on a number of levels. Devices that made knowledge more accessible than ever are now making us more ignorant. Machines that enhance efficiency are turning us into bumbling idiots – they promise more economic well-being while diminishing it for many, and while bringing us more connectivity than ever they are poisoning the connections between us. The bytes that profess to rid life of its monotony are precisely the ones that are robbing it of meaning, and the contraptions meant to expand our capacity to harness our surroundings are training us as slaves – and could destroy us on the way to taking earth’s throne.




  The Machine and Me




  All of us come uniquely disposed with a set of sympathies and antipathies from our own life experience. It is my belief that writers and researchers have a duty to convey these to the reader. Those claiming to speak from a position of pure objectivity are lying.




  I want to make it clear that I have never had a particularly affectionate relationship with computers. That goes for social media too, and it is also worthy of mention that my phone is an old Nokia with no access to the net. I am a fossil of an earlier age – a Luddite, many might say.




  As we are not foundationally rational beings, I have tried to search my life history for an explanation behind my negative outlook on technology. A few things have turned up – issues that cast a shadow on my connection to tech (and certainly computers) from the very beginning. When I was a child, our home computer was a tool for playing games. My father rambled on at length about how computers were going to change bookkeeping, writing, and blah blah blah. None of this mattered to me, and I was neither consumed with a desire to play computer games, although I had some fun with them. There was just one problem – in order to get the game to run, I had to sit with my father in front of the box for hours. This was boring. I had no idea what he was doing, and staring at the display quickly turned my brain into porridge. When it finally got going, the neighborhood boys wanted to come over and play it with me. I did not like this, because I did not like the neighborhood boys.




  Our first computer was a PC from the early 1990s called the Tandy 1000. Next, we had a relatively more advanced IBM 386 MHz machine with 2 Megabytes of RAM. Later, we purchased two more Megs to get our F1GP racing game to play. Today’s PCs are typically fit with thousands of times more memory than that IBM.




  Computers are designed to make life easier, and sometimes they pull that off, but not always. My current PC often restarts itself in the middle of something in order to install necessary updates, which it then fails to do. I am forced to wage perpetual war with its word-processing program because it thinks it knows better than me what term I want to use. One would think that at least at the gym one might find release from the digital despotism that rules our lives, but already during warm-up, we must wield some degree of computer engineering expertise to find the submenu that starts the damn exercise bike.




  A stockpile of pent-up frustration would not have been the sole source of motivation for writing this book. My more rational worldview took a jarring after receiving my Master’s degree in history in 2011 when I watched a documentary that gave me my first glimpse of Ray Kurzweil. This current Googler and prizewinning inventor was soliloquying expressionlessly on my screen about a future where we merge with machines. Kurzweil recounted about how AI will exceed human intelligence by 2045 – after which who knows where things will go. In Kurzweil’s opinion, super intelligent machines will only make the world a better place – accelerating scientific and economic progress to levels heretofore unimaginable and conquering disease with whatever these overwhelmingly superior beings create.




  What disturbed me was the other possible course of events that Kurzweil illustrated – the one where machines with extra-human intelligence end us. Kurzweil is trying to get humanity to take the most dangerous gamble in all of its history. The question is, do we want to double down?




  In 2011, my review of Ian Morris’s Why the West Rules – For Now ran in Finnish Foreign Policy Magazine.11 While searching through the book for an historical analysis of the economic and political rise of China, I came across some surprising conclusions in its final chapter. Morris was asserting that the power play between East and West – i.e., China and the US – could fade away into irrelevancy in the future due to machines smarter than us diluting the whole purpose of power struggle.




  My coursework in college ignited an interest in international affairs, and I believed at the time that the world’s superpowers and their leaders are what ultimately determine the fate of people. For my Master’s thesis, I enthusiastically engrossed myself in the strategy of Richard Nixon’s foreign policy, but by 2011 I had begun to see that the tug of war between states – if not totally irrelevant – would soon be more akin to a sideshow.




  While this view is not shared by all, it is by no means a new idea. Many historians in recent decades have criticized history written only about prominent statesmen, and some have highlighted the pivotal influence of technology. English writer Joseph Glanvill wrote in the 1600s that we owe more thanks to the unnamed inventor of the marine compass “than to a thousand Alexanders and Caesars, or to ten times the number of Aristotles.”12 The tidal wave of technology has swollen in size since the first years of the Industrial Revolution, and today, instead of politicians, priests, and generals, our lives are more under the thumb of engineers, inventors, scientists, and CEOs.




  The profundity of the change undergone by the human community in the last 2 centuries is evident from Morris’s graph of social development. Until 1800, little disruption to human life is visible when viewed through Morris’s analysis of energy capture, urbanization, IT, and war-making capacity.13 As a consequence of the Industrial Revolution, change came quickly after 1800, mainly due to unprecedented strides in technology. Engineers changed the world.




  The roles played by statesmen and clerics in social development were not insignificant. Tunneled religious views and debilitating wars served to stifle the momentum of development. (The idea that the buildup of the war machine propels the general advance of technology downwind of it was, at least prior to the twentieth century, not plausible.)14
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  Of note, however, is the fact that the tyrants of the 1900s and 2000s were rabid fans of technology. All nations today, the isolated North Korean dictatorship included, are trying to maximize their might by drafting leading-edge tech into state service. Although Donald Trump came to power partly on the vote of those who lost jobs to technological advancement, he is not against it. Previously one of his staunchest supporters and advisors from the Silicon Valley brilliant boys club, billionaire Peter Thiel, adamantly insists that with technology we can deliver man from all of his problems – even death.15




  While technology enjoys immense influence over us, governments have limited means with which to control its progression. New gadgets just get embedded in our everyday without anyone caring to question them. Futurist Alvin Toffler submitted in the 1970s that industrial societies need a governing body to debate the potential social effects of new technologies before they make it to market. Toffler’s take was that, “We must stop being afraid to exert systematic social control over technology.”16




  It is customary for anyone pushing change to bear the burden of proof for why it is essential, but in tech development things apparently work the other way. Those that are behind the devices disrupting our lives are always right, while those supporting the status quo are charged with presenting convincing arguments against them. Law rarely constrains the engineer.




  The Weight of the World on His Shoulders




  I come from the Ironic Generation. Reserving nerves for social issues in a world that predates us might sound instinctively silly, but I freely admit that technology’s ability to obliterate precious pieces of life has been worrying me.




  In 2012, the writing I did for newspapers and periodicals began to focus more on how new technologies are swinging society’s rudder – often in a more unsettling direction. These include articles addressing IT’s destruction of thought, the potential for technological unemployment, killer robots, and machines more intelligent than humans. The first to be run under the bus of my viewpoint were the readers of the Sunnuntaisuomalainen and Suomen Kuvalehti, and later the Helsingin Sanomat. I have also spread my antitechnologist heresy on the prime-time Finnish talk show Perjantai, of which I was a host.




  The talk around town has undergone a shift, and the detrimental influence of new tech is now being given more attention. In 2013, a story of mine about technological unemployment was scoffed at as too speculative by those to whom I initially submitted it. For the story, I had interviewed Martin Ford (mentioned later), an author who believes technology in the coming years will cause mass unemployment, as well as Finnish Labor Minister Lauri Ihalainen, who had little regard for Ford’s opinion. Today, press about the threat of technological unemployment graces the pages of the media basically every month.




  In 2013, I also exchanged letters with the notorious anti-tech terrorist Theodore Kaczynski, also known as the Unabomber. A piece summarizing our conversation appeared in the March 2015 supplement of the Helsingin Sanomat, the most widely read newspaper in Finland. I was especially intrigued by Kaczynski’s often razor sharp – although somewhat extreme – critique of technology, a subject on which he has written two books while in prison. In no way have I ever tried to eulogize the acts of carnage that he committed, which over the course of 17 years took the lives of three people and injured more than 20.




  The psychiatric evaluation Sally Johnson performed on Kaczynski in connection with his trial is interesting from the standpoint of this book. Her pronouncement of Kaczynski’s opposition to technology as being in itself proof of his mental incapacity reveals much about modern society’s belief in progress.17 Today, as people walk the streets fixated on their smartphones, and while digital devices occupy our lives from sunup to sundown, opposition to technology is already far more justifiable than 2 decades prior when Johnson wrote her report.




  The central themes of this book just a decade ago would have seemed less credible to many readers. Today, however, research reveals quite indisputably how continuous smart device and social media use are corroding our cognition. A conspicuous contingent of mainstream economists is now certain that digitalization is fostering inequality and threatening to bring about mass unemployment. Sociologists have awoken to the radical way in which virtual life alters our relationship to other people, as well as the capacity of new tech to fuel the flame of mental illness. Nearly every person exposed to the news has seen how the collection of big data through privacy violations enables a more refined form of manipulation, and the most influential figures of the modern world are talking about how playing with the AI fire might leave us burned.




  Dissertation




  This book owes its origin to the dissertation work that I began in spring 2014, the idea being to dig into what members of the Finnish parliament think about the social consequences of AI. Several of my professors were of the opinion that there is not much to uncover there, as legislators know next to nothing about the subject. I have never questioned the infallibility of the beings that lead us, but my dissertation has nevertheless gone nowhere beyond outline, namely because hosting TV and radio shows has taken up most of my time. I also decided that if I were to write a non-academic book about the matter, there might actually be people that want to read it. It was my belief that something aimed at the general public would let me say much more than I could ever get away with in a thesis. And that is what I have done.




  At the centroid of this book sits a question of progress: does technological development also bring social and moral steps forward? Does it improve human life, and does it help us in the pursuit of happiness?




  The idea of progress – its history and future – is addressed more deeply in Chapter 2, where I introduce a concept central to the rest of the book – the progress trap – i.e., how exorbitant social (like individual) achievement can turn on itself. I ask – are we becoming the casualties of our own success?




  In the chapters that follow, I present five big issues (progress traps) that excessive advancement in IT and AI have caused, or are causing.




  Chapter 3 examines how IT dulls our thought processes and our intellectual culture. We are losing hold on the heritage we built with the written word, whose virtues include a sustained focus and a capacity for reflective, critical thinking. Studies have shown that we care to read from the internet far less than we do from paper text in one sitting, and there is evidence that suggests our ability to learn in a multimedia environment is inferior to a literary one – where we need not continuously click on things. Nicholas Carr has said of the internet’s design that it is above all a place of interruption and interference. It is one that could make us more superficial and polarized, and our society consequently less democratic.18




  In Chapter 4, I discuss the demise of privacy and the potential for manipulation that this enables. Edward Snowden, the well-known whistle blower for the spying programs of the National Security Agency (NSA), has said the surveillance of Orwell’s 1984 pales in comparison to what really takes place. Many wonder why you would even worry if you are not doing anything illegal. The reason: our data is being passed around in a long list of shady ways. The situation is the same as the prototypical nabbing of the bad guy in the classic American movie: everything you say can and will be used against you.




  Chapter 5 sets out to search for purpose – that which our lives no longer contain. The digital devices that are taking a growing portion of our time water down what is meaningful and monocularize the experience of being human. We are on the verge of devolving into people who no longer dream about, shoot for, or embark on anything. Sociologist Sherry Turkle has characterized the influence of social media by saying we are both alone together, and together alone. We are no more capable of being locked up with our own thoughts today than we are capable of being at ease with other people. Younger age groups in particular exhibit a growing lack of interest in the notion of face-to-face interaction, and the smartphone generation has been shown to be coping more with psychiatric instability.




  In Chapter 6 we look at the threat of technological unemployment. The flip side to advancements in IT and AI is that in the long run more of us will be without a place in the job market. The attitude and effort of the individual is rendered irrelevant if in the future machines can do almost everything more effectively. A broadening legion of people are becoming worthless to both the economy and society.




  We are often treated to the line about how the looming doom of technological unemployment has been with us forever – a point which is true, as it was wandering around already before the early-nineteenth century Luddites. Today, however, things are completely different – AI is filling requisitions for the most highly educated professions. New roles and positions will undoubtedly emerge, but seemingly nowhere close to the amount needed to account for those that are vanishing. Burgeoning firms in the IT field employ less than old industry. This chapter also discusses how even before any potential mass unemployment, the rift between the endowed and the impoverished will widen. The digital economy is borne on a vortex of inequality. “To all who have, more will be given, and they will have an abundance; but from those who have nothing, even what they have will be taken away.”




  Chapter 7 examines the catastrophic potential of new technologies. Ever since missiles began to be fitted with hydrogen warheads, we have had the capacity to nearly rid the world of the human race. The military and economic brawl between world powers encourages us to amass large inventories of small planetary disasters. Many nations today are building AI-guided autonomous weapons that are given kinetic employment authority in life and death decisions. AI’s arrival at the intelligence level of people could be our final invention – the last thing we ever do.




  In Chapter 8, we ask if there are any alternatives to voluntarily digging our own grave with digitalization. Debate about tech development has found its way into the politisphere before, but the defining ideological dilemma of this century will likely be what we do to limit science and technology. This issue will shortly garnish more political visibility, because friction between the tech elite and those displaced by their creations will grow more volatile.




  Without question, there is more to the dark side of digitalization than that presented in this book. Net crime and online bullying, for instance, are already rampant problems without resolution. They are not new – they just moved onto the net. This book also leaves unaddressed pressing issues of cyber security, despite the immeasurable distress and billions in expenses that they create. Instead, I examine the all-pervasive human conundrum that we face through the eyes of the big five life-disrupting shifts in our existence previously stated.




  Both stricter and more liberal interpretations of the terms digitalization, digitization, and digital transformation are adrift in the discourse. This book uses the word digitalization to mean the conversion of various areas of life into a format that is digital, including those that are social, intellectual, economic, political, and military. Digitalization colonizes every corner of our lives, everything that we know is migrated onto the web, and the influence of this digital truth extends into the world beyond the bytes.




  The reader can pick and choose chapters as if each was an independent essay formulated to stand on its own. The book’s contents, however, will of course have the most efficacy when read in full, because only then will the reader get a full taste of the senseless dead-end that is digitalization.
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  We humanists often lack the confidence to trudge into the subject of technology. Our fear is a lack of knowledge, and also that technical matters to many of us occupy the territory of tedium. Those that elect to speak and write about tech are therefore those that are intimately familiar with and proponents of it. The danger here is that technology’s beveled edge is presented in a way that conceals all but its positives. The late cultural critic Neil Postman once said that one need not be an auto mechanic to see how the automobile has changed urban planning. Similarly, one need not be a coder or IT professor to see how the digitalization of everything is changing how we think, what society is, and what it means to be human.




  I have tried in this book to give technology credit where credit is due, but as is no doubt already clear, this book is intended to serve as a counterweight to digi-enthusiasm. The only fix for a ship that is badly listing is to add ballast to the other side.




  So, first let’s make a run through history, in order to comprehend what we are up against today. In the next chapter, we take a look at how technology has brought improvements to human life in the past. This force that once made our lives better has in recent years managed to run itself dry, and in the future, its underlying risks and issues will likely outweigh its benefits.












2. Progress Traps





  Technology once made our lives better, but its limits are now upon us




  Our entire much-praised technological progress, and civilization generally, is comparable to an axe in the hand of a pathological criminal.




  Albert Einstein19







  [T]he future, which has so many elements of high promise, is yet only a stone’s throw from despair.




  Robert Oppenheimer20





  The anticipation of a better tomorrow – the dream of what looms on the horizon – is often what infuses life with purpose. Children wait with impatience for the day when they can finally be adults, because then they can pick their own holidays and drive a car. The bliss of youth is built on the allure of future promise, the fulfillment of which one need not bother to wait for. We remain capable still in old age of greeting the arrival of retirement as the gateway to our golden years when we finally have time to focus on the things that we find important.




  The modern human enlists progress as the rubric for his life. We envisage ourselves as sailing linearly on into sweeter seas – if not in our private lives, then at least in our professional. Research into individual happiness shows that people typically consider their present and future to be better than their past. The same research, however, indicates that the happiness experienced by an individual doesn’t exactly change much over their lifespan.21 Meaning, we paint castles in the sky about always being on the cusp of another nirvana but eventually discover we were just as happy before.




  Equally widespread has been the belief that the trajectory of society is perpetual ascent. The notion, though, that societies can be made richer and happier through science, technology, and politics is relatively new, having only gained traction in the eighteenth century among the elites.




  Throughout classical antiquity, it was frequently believed that the golden age had come and gone, and people just braced for more poignant forms of crucible. Change was met with skepticism. It was also commonly held that history unfolds in cycles – that everything keeps repeating itself without fundamental change. This cyclical view helped disincentivize believing that society will always improve.22




  Multiple early epics and accounts in the Old Testament warn against dipping one’s fingers too far into progress. They speak of the vengeance that awaits those whose curiosity, thirst for knowledge, and proclivity to play God balloon beyond excessive. Prometheus gave man fire, but Zeus gave him something else to punish this technological transgression: woman. The first woman, Pandora, was drunk with curiosity and a thirst for knowledge, and proved unable to resist opening the box and setting all the world’s evils free. As historian J.B. Bury writes, the ancient Greeks knew that “subtle dangers lurked in human achievements and gains.”23




  Adam and Eve’s adventures in the story of creation got them ejected from paradise for partaking of the fruit of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil against God’s decree. The Tower of Babel was constructed to reach heaven, but God reduced it to ruins and returned those clamoring upon it to earth.




  These fables foster the thought that the accumulation of knowledge, the development of technology, and the altering of the environment run counter to God’s will. But the biblical story of creation enables another interpretation – one where man is endowed with the right and duty to “cultivate and care” for the land – to harness nature at God’s command.




  Historian Joel Mokyr writes that this condonement for the refashioning of the environment gradually began to walk on its own in the Middle Ages. The Benedictine monks thrust it into full gear by extolling the virtuousness of hard work. God soon took on the stature of architect or engineer, which explains much about the shift in values during that time. So, just when those far more sophisticated than Europe in the Islamic world began to approach technology with reservation, a Christian Europe welcomed its development with open arms.24 The cherubs guarding the gates to paradise be damned. Onward to the mythic fruit trees of Eden!




  Advancing Toward Perfection




  When we talk about progress, we are usually referring to one of three things that our modern perspective intertwines into one hybrid. The first is scientific and technological progress, which enhances man’s prowess at taming nature. The second is society’s material well-being, which is largely descendant from the achievements of science and technology. The third is the grand moral progress tied to the sociopolitical crusade for freedom and happiness.25




  Many today take it as self-evident that science and technology can help improve our material standard of living. Instrumental in the formulation of this idea was the modestly titled “genius” in encyclopedias known as Francis Bacon (1561-1626). According to him, science was never meant to serve as a stack of speculation stemming from a thirst for mere knowledge; its primary motivation ought to be the reformatting of nature into congruence with man’s prerogative.26 Bacon’s rationale was shared by many philosophers of the Enlightenment.




  The most profound thinkers of the 1700s no longer viewed history as some blundering stagger. It was now a ticker-tape parade into the blinding brilliance of tomorrow. Knowledge, science, technology, liberalist principles, and good governance were the hidden hands that set societies in line. The French economist and statesman Anne Robert Jacques Turgot (1727-1781) was one of the more vivacious wavers of the flag of progress. His belief was that despite its wars and its ugly catastrophes, history persists as a fairly unwavering climb into illuminance. Progress to him meant the transition from hunter-gatherer into pastoral herder, then agriculturalist, and that later, perspectives were further widened by exploration and commerce. Turgot submitted that a migration had also begun to appear within government – away from despotism to a more humane form of statecraft and broader freedom.27




  Even the historian, skeptic, and author of a revered work detailing the wither and collapse of Rome, Edward Gibbon (1737-1794), became infected with the mantra of his contemporaries and began spreading the progress gospel. He bade his readership “acquiesce in the pleasing conclusion that every age of the world has increased, and still increases, the real wealth, the happiness, the knowledge, and perhaps the virtue, of the human race.” The enchanted historian adds that, “[W]e cannot determine to what height the human species may aspire in their advances toward perfection; but it may safely be presumed, that no people, unless the face of nature is changed, will relapse into their original barbarism.”28




  A powerful belief in progress was facilitated in part by the fact that significant developments had occurred in preceding centuries. These show us that man’s ability to leverage nature has undergone growth. While the Middle Ages are not primarily admired for being a fireworks display of innovation, they gave birth to the printing press, the mechanical clock, gunpowder, and the European version of the compass. (The Chinese had every one of these already up and running in some form before Europe.) The utilization of hydropower expanded in bounds, windmills were invented, and metals could now be extracted with ease. Open ocean sailings were made possible by more dependable shipbuilding and navigation techniques.29 These forward strides lent themselves to the belief that we were living in more advanced times than the ancient Greek philosophers.




  The prevailing ethnocentrism of the age aside, some scholars proved progressive enough to include the people of other cultures in their ever-widening classification of progress. For example, the French encyclopedists believed that all races and nationalities can refine their societies nearly endlessly.30 Indeed up to and even beyond the Second World War, non-European peoples were patronizingly coaxed onto the road of development.




  Despite this ardor, a hard truth must be stated: material progress was not that bad before the Industrial Revolution. Hunter-gatherers fed themselves well in comparison to the richest societies of the early modern world. The poor of England in 1790 often subsisted on 1500 calories per day, which is less than our forager ancestors. The general life expectancy before the Industrial Revolution in England was shorter than that of our forefathers who clubbed their prey, and who after making it through childhood are known to have lived well into their sixties and seventies. The Industrial Revolution brought about a dramatic rise in these figures. After 1850, the average life expectancy grew globally by nearly 3 months per year, and since 1800, the world’s wealthy economies have become 10-20 times richer.31




  It was technology – namely those led by the steam engine and the spinning jenny – that put power behind the Industrial Revolution. The presence of new equipment yielded newfound economic efficiency. The annual productivity increase during the centuries before the Industrial Revolution was not even 0.05 percent, but at the end of the eighteenth century it was already growing at half a percent per year – more than ten times what it was earlier. Despite this, the quality of life for workers remained dismally unchanged until the middle of the nineteenth century.32




  The Industrial Revolution, or “the machinery question,” brought long workdays and a cramped life in a polluted city. The Scottish essayist Thomas Carlyle highlighted how after the arrival of machines, society began to function almost as if it was one: it became reminiscent of the very herald of change, the steam engine “rolling on in its dead indifference.” Society saw also a similar rise in regard for only those facets of life that could be quantified, calculated, and manipulated.33




  Opposition to the emergence of machines in many parts of England had grown so potent that some skilled laborers elected to destroy their power looms themselves. “[T]hese sufferers hated the machines which they believed took their bread from them, they hated the buildings which contained these machines, they hated the manufacturers who owned those buildings,” wrote Charlotte Brontë. The deeds of these so-called Luddites were often denounced as senseless and futile, given the long-term benefits automation gave to society, but that brand of foresight did not have a place in the priorities of the laborer. Historian Eric Hobsbawm alleges that the Luddites in fact achieved what they set out to do. Their method of “collective bargaining by riot” delayed the introduction of automated machinery in many locations, and in so doing fortified the worker’s standing in the market. For them, it was a victory of meaning.34




  Any aggregate assessment of the Industrial Revolution will reveal it to have fueled one of the most important course changes in human history: the unshackling of ourselves from the Malthusian Trap. This famous theory propounded by Englishman Thomas Malthus postulates that a slight rise in living conditions will generate an increase in population, while overpopulation will eat up the resources required to set the standard of living higher (thereby often leading to famine). In other words, what goes up must come down. But things haven’t quite transpired as forecast. Our population has of course grown, but our standard of living has risen with it. Mechanisms limiting economic growth appear to have vanished, along with other constraints purported to be inherent. The railroad shattered our perceptions of time and place during the latter half of the nineteenth century. Better food, hygiene, and more advanced medicine improved our health and blazed the trail for everyone to be elderly. Like Herbert Spencer, more and more people were convinced that rather than a fluke, progress was a necessity.35




  Although the relationship between man and the environment underwent significant metamorphosis in the nineteenth century, the material development in the one that followed altered the life of the layman even more drastically. The period spanning the years from 1950-1970 that we call the golden age saw a myriad of conveniences – from the automobile and telephone to the refrigerator and television – become permanent fixtures in our version of normal. The influence of the washing machine was revolutionary: it liberated women from homemaking and paved them a lane into the job market. In the 1980s and 1990s our homes began freeing up space for computers, which until then had found use only within the defense sector, universities, and corporations.




  The typical worker of today in many ways enjoys a more lavishly abundant lifestyle than kings of previous generations (although in developing nations absolute poverty persists, but continues to decrease). The baby-boomers rode one exceptionally rad wave of technological change.




  Mothers of Necessities




  It is often said that necessity is the mother of invention. When a need arises in society to invent something, scientists and innovators train their focus on whatever that is, and eventually things find their way into a solution as if wisely designed that way from afar. In some cases, things generally unfold in this fashion – James Watt’s steam engine solved the water pumping problem in English mining.36
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