Shawn Van Every

Applications of Interactive Technologies

Red Burns

Fall 2002

A response to Chapter 13 of Technomanifestos by Adam Brate 

Technomanifestos is billed as a survey of concepts regarding technology, information and their impact on human society.  These concepts are presented through the form of an investigation of various texts that are said to make up the underlying philosophy of the information revolution.

Chapter 13 of Technomanifestos, (the final chapter in the book) introduces two such texts; the first is presented as future vision dominated by fear of our own technological progress and its potential for harm.  The second is presented as a response to the first as well as an un-written alternative vision.  Finally, the chapter and ultimately the book are wrapped up by describing a manner in which an independent vision (that of the author) may be realized using technology that the author of the first text has built.  

This structure makes it is clear that the author of this book is concerned with promoting his vision of ubiquitous technology and information rather than adding to the debate put forth in the texts presented.  Towards the end of the chapter, he asserts that technology may equip all of humanity with “better tools to augment our knowledge, our creativity, our free will, our empathy”.  

The initial presentation of these texts, Why the Future Doesn’t Need Us by Bill Joy and One-Half a Manifesto by Jaron Lanier is done in such a way as to describe and add context to the concepts put forth.  The arguments of each author are presented and summarized in an understandable manner.  The chapter in this sense does well to capture the essence of each author’s intent.

 Why the Future Doesn’t Need Us is presented as a description of Bill Joy’s fears that an apocalyptic future is all to possible given the current course of development of technology.  Bill Joy is presented as responding to trends in technology concerning genetic engineering, nanotechnology and robotics, GNR.  He envisions a scenario where the very same technology that is being promised as the solution to problems such as disease and hunger being applied carelessly and ultimately being utilized without contemplation of the consequences.  Worse yet, he further envisions the same technology being utilized as weaponry (such as with nuclear weapons), which may ultimately destroy all of mankind.

Jaron Lanier’s One-Half a Manifesto is presented as text that describes another form of fear.  Instead of fear of technology, Lanier is presented as fearing the current trend to think of humans as mere streams of bits or data encoded in genes and that along with this mode of thought is an abdication of responsibility for our decisions.  Further, Lanier believes that it is this trend in thought, these assumptions that have led Joy and others to their apocalyptic fears.

At this point the author compares and contrasts the concepts put forth by the texts with those of other prominent thinkers.  For instance, Norbert Wiener is presented as having a two-sided view that while a machine revolution is ahead, machines will not replace humans.  Alan Turing is presented as writing that machines will soon be thinking and conscious.  Others are presented as cautioning that doing as Joy suggests, abolishing dangerous technologies, will abolish the same technologies that offer hope and will drive such technologies underground.

Unfortunately for the reader, at this point the author does not add to the argument nor respond critically.  In a sense the content the texts put forth are ignored and instead are superseded by the author’s agenda of presenting an optimistic view of the future of technology.  

The author moves forward by informing the reader that Bill Joy is developing technology that enables further development of peer-to-peer networking.  Peer-to-peer networking is described as enabling the distribution of information over a decentralized network, in effect allowing the information to travel freely around a network of peers without having to go through a central authority, a democracy of information.  

While not explicitly stated by the author this development is presented as being at odds with Bill Joy’s cautionary writing in Why the Future Doesn’t Need Us.  The technology that Joy is actively developing is in effect making it impossible to “put the brakes on” dangerous technologies, especially as the technologies are becoming nothing more than bits as he suggests.

In a sense, this is the author’s unspoken view.  The very fact that this information is juxtaposed with a description and summary of Why the Future Doesn’t Need Us exposes that the author believes that Joy himself doesn’t fully recognize or believe that development of possibly dangerous technology should be halted.  In fact the author goes further and writes enthusiastically of the “promise of P2P” to “alter the power dynamic”.  Further, the author writes “we hope, is that it is a means a greater power to the people and a means to spread humanistic values.  The distribution of computing is the distribution of information is the distribution of power.”

Arguments can be presented that the very technology the author speaks so highly of can also be used against humanity in some of the ways feared by Joy.  Peer-to-peer technology, being essentially immune to any sort of regulation opens the door to distribution of information that may be destructive.  The author states that we “will have better tools to augment … our best qualities.”  But along with our best qualities these tools can also amplify our worst qualities.  We will have better tools to increase our destructive power, to disseminate viruses, distribute information used to create weaponry, to organize activities meant to terrorize and so forth.  Unfortunately, these arguments are not presented to the reader.

While this exuberance toward the possibilities of a technology is uplifting it is unfortunate that it completes the chapter and book.  It is unfortunate that further thought is not given to the concepts of Bill Joy and Jaron Lanier.  No discussion of how this particular technology relates to their written fears of technology gone wild and humans abdicating responsibility.  In a writing where the author spoon-feeds the reader concepts put forth by Joy and Lanier, he certainly does not follow through and ultimately leaves the reader hanging.

Perhaps more important than the structure of this text (Technomanifestos) and the motives of its author are the two texts presented in the chapter and the necessary conversation that they have started.

Bill Joy writes the following towards the end of Why the Future Doesn’t Need Us:

Each of us has our precious things, and as we care for them we locate the essence of our humanity. In the end, it is because of our great capacity for caring that I remain optimistic we will confront the dangerous issues now before us.  

My immediate hope is to participate in a much larger discussion of the issues raised here, with people from many different backgrounds, in settings not predisposed to fear or favor technology for its own sake.

Jaron Lanier writes the following in One-Half a Manifesto:

I share the belief of my cybernetic totalist colleagues that there will be huge and sudden changes in the near future brought about by technology. The difference is that I believe that whatever happens will be the responsibility of individual people who do specific things. I think that treating technology as if it were autonomous is the ultimate self-fulfilling prophecy. There is no difference between machine autonomy and the abdication of human responsibility. 

As is evident in the above excerpts, both Joy and Lanier believe (for different reasons of course) that greater amounts of responsibility, thought and conversation need to take place as part of the process of development of new technologies.

In closing, it is my belief that the author of Manifestos should take another look at the manner in which he has juxtaposed his exuberance for peer-to-peer with the cautionary texts provided by Joy and Lanier.  Their writings have certainly influenced me in such a way that I will think more critically of the technology I use and develop and possibilities it’s use presents, both good and not so good.

We are being propelled into this new century with no plan, no control, no brakes. Have we already gone too far down the path to alter course? I don't believe so, but we aren't trying yet, and the last chance to assert control - the fail-safe point - is rapidly approaching. We have our first pet robots, as well as commercially available genetic engineering techniques, and our nanoscale techniques are advancing rapidly. While the development of these technologies proceeds through a number of steps, it isn't necessarily the case - as happened in the Manhattan Project and the Trinity test - that the last step in proving a technology is large and hard. The breakthrough to wild self-replication in robotics, genetic engineering, or nanotechnology could come suddenly, reprising the surprise we felt when we learned of the cloning of a mammal.

Further on he writes:

It is an unfortunate circumstance that the reader’s first experience with these two texts is as they are presented in this work.  Opinions formed by the direct reading of the texts without the prejudice of Technomanifestos would be preferential in that it would lead to greater opportunities for discussion and critical thought.  Sadly it is through compilations such as these that most who have an interest will discover such.

Why the Future Doesn’t Need Us and One-Half a Manifesto are written by two individuals that may be considered Third Culture writers/thinkers.  The term Third Culture refers to scientists or otherwise empirically minded individuals who endeavor to cut the middleman and express their thoughts directly to the public.  (John Brockman, http://www.edge.org/3rd_culture/, 1991)  

By the very means of publishing these texts the authors express their will that they be directly accessible to the general public and open themselves to the ensuing debate.  Bill Joy published his text in Wired magazine, a popular magazine often representing exuberance towards new technology and its potential for good.  Jaron Lanier publishing his work on a site (http://www.edge.org/) dedicated to discourse among those who are deeply involved in the ongoing information revolution and are active in presenting their view on such to the general public.

In this sense, the author of Technomanifestos, Adam Brate, becomes an intellectual middleman whose purpose might be to contextualize and make palatable the information in Joy and Lanier’s writings.  Unfortunately, while this may have been his goal, he has not succeeded and apparently has rather used the content of the writings to pursue a vision of the future independent of that described by either of the writers.

Bill Joy is presented as someone whose words and actions do not fit well together.  BJ creates technology that disallows information regulation he states that he desires.

The author doesn’t present the need for actions that both Joy and Lanier want as discourse on hope is presented.

Presents optimistic view of technology enabling democratization (right word?) of power.  “The distribution of computing is the distribution of information is the distribution of power.” And improved means to “spread humanistic values”  Technologies that Joy and Lanier are developing, distributed computing and tele-immersion fit the mold, enabling further modes of communication and distributing or decentralizing power structures.

As a summary the article is fine and somewhat convincing.  What it does do is anything to further address the questions raised nor add to the depth of the concepts presented.

“Lanier’s intent is to test our sensibilities when he then poses the question:  Do they belong in our circle of empathy?” Referring to computers

Empathy: the ability to imagine oneself in another's place and understand the other's feelings

GNR (Genetics, Nanotechnology and Robotics)

When attempting to respond to a work such as this, I find it impossible not to respond to the two views presented however they may be presented in the work itself.  Both of the main visions presented have a mountain of analysis, background information and response involved.  Both Bill Joy and Jaron Lanier, the two principle players in the essay are embroiled in what many call the information revolution.   

This revolution involves several concurrent factors including the fact that computer processing power is increasing exponentially while decreasing (albeit linearly) in cost.  Rising along with this processing power is the ability to utilize computers together in the form of communication networks.  Both of these individuals are creators of software that enable new forms of communication over these networks.  Both of them are beneficiaries of the occurring revolution.  Because of their successes and renown their words on the subject regardless of merit have been given considerable weight.     

Bill Joy, in particular has through his means of publishing and his position as a celebrity programmer been heeded much weight.  He is a creator of technology proclaiming that his creations will be used in a reckless manner that may destroy humanity if something is not immediately done to correct the situation.  A cry of this magnitude, published in a magazine promoting the very concepts of dissemination of information and technology such as Wired does from an individual working to bring such things to reality automatically caries tremendous weight.

Although the author espouses the need for a free and communicative society, one that embraces technology for a vision of ubiquitous information he does not qualify as to why this need exists. (or how Joy’s fears may be assuaged)

Jaron Lanier, the Prodigy: http://www.edge.org/digerati/lanier/index.html
http://www.edge.org/3rd_culture/lanier/lanier_index.html
Jaron’s Cybernetic Totalism belief/fallacy

6) That biology and physics will merge with computer science (becoming biotechnology and nanotechnology), resulting in life and the physical universe becoming mercurial; achieving the supposed nature of computer software. Furthermore, all of this will happen very soon! Since computers are improving so quickly, they will overwhelm all the other cybernetic processes, like people, and will fundamentally change the nature of what's going on in the familiar neighborhood of Earth at some moment when a new "criticality" is achieved- maybe in about the year 2020. To be a human after that moment will be either impossible or something very different than we now can know.

Jaron’s Portion of Conclusion

I share the belief of my cybernetic totalist colleagues that there will be huge and sudden changes in the near future brought about by technology. The difference is that I believe that whatever happens will be the responsibility of individual people who do specific things. I think that treating technology as if it were autonomous is the ultimate self-fulfilling prophecy. There is no difference between machine autonomy and the abdication of human responsibility. 

Let's take the "nanobots take over" scenario. It seems to me that the most likely scenarios involve either: 

a) Super-nanobots everywhere that run old software- linux, say. This might be interesting. Good video games will be available, anyway. 

b) Super-nanobots that evolve as fast as natural nanobots- so don't do much for millions of years. 

c) Super-nanobots that do new things soon, but are dependent on humans. 

In all these cases humans will be in control, for better or for worse.

Norbert Wiener:

As Wiener saw it, pure communication processes involve similar, definable elements, whether they are conducted by machines or man. If those elements, or messages, once they were defined, could be rigorously controlled, then they could also be used to control both machines and human beings. And, by being able to modify behavior by learning from these processes, both man and machine could evolve to higher levels of functioning.

As Wiener continued his research, he coined the term cybernetics, (from the Greek kybernetes, for steersman), to describe both his theories and those arising from similar research being conducted by other noted scientists and mathematicians, among them Vannevar Bush, Claude Shannon, Alan Turing and John von Neumann. When asked about the origin of the word, Weiner said he was looking for a word from the field of control that would define this new field of study. The only word he could think of was the Greek word for steersman, kybernetes. He anglicized the Greek pronunciation, ending up with the word cybernetics.

(From: http://www.digitalcentury.com/encyclo/update/wiener.html)

Google’s Cache of http://www.fas.harvard.edu/~wricntr/critresp.html  

Critical Response

A text can convey information to us, but usually when we read a text we respond not to the information (or facts) but to the ideas (interpretations, conclusions, assertions) that the author presents. When we respond to a text critically we are questioning the author's ideas, methodology, assumptions, techniques, strategies, or choices. 

A critical response, then, results from questioning. Here are some general questions that you can use as a model to formulate specific questions about a specific text: 

What is the problem or question that motivates the author? (Bill Joy and Jaron’s Articles or something different.  Is he using the articles to bring us to a conclusion that he would do with or without them?)

From what context is the author writing? (A technology writer following the global information revolution)

What assumptions does the author bring to the text? 

What argument is the author putting forth? 

What contradictions do you find in this text? Why are they there? How do they affect your understanding of the argument? 

What evidence does the author use to support his or her assertions? Why? 

How is the text structured? How does the structure affect your understanding of the author's argument? (Joy is first

What rhetorical choices (style, diction, tone) does the author make? How do these choices affect you, as a reader? 

What do you see as the key passages in this text? Why are they important? How do they work with the rest of the text to convey the author's meaning? 

What assumptions do you bring to this text? To what extent has the author considered your needs as a reader?  (I bring the assumption that both Joy and Lanier are going to be correct in some respect.  I assume that the author will present these works in an objective manner and add something to them.)

