
"Never before in the human story has so 
much frenetic innovation delivered so 

,, little of real worth." 

The Benefits of Technology 
are Diminishing 
David Cox 

VIEWPOINT 

David Cox is a writer and television producer in the United 
Kingdom. In the following article, Cox claims that significant 
technological innovation is in decline. Instead, the modern world, 
in his view, is plagued with purposeless technologies that distract 
people from the realization that progress is slowing. More impor
tantly, Cox maintains, humanity 's misplaced faith in continual 
advancement has created an overreliance on technology that 

blinds people to its dangers. 

As you read, consider the following questions: 

1. What basic man-made elements of modern civilization 
have not changed much over time, according to Cox? 

2. As reported by the author, in what year does Jonathan 
Huebner believe technological inventiveness reached a 
peak? 

David Cox, 'Technohype Bites Back," New Sta_te~man , January 9, 2006. Copyright © 
2006 New Statesman, Ltd. Reproduced by perm1ss1on. 
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3. What technological advances does Cox say may be un
wittingly contributing to human suffering? 

Looking back on the [December holiday] festivities, do you 
perhaps feel Santa let you down? Maybe your son's £90 

Roboraptor is already lying abandoned, its state-of-the-art 
animatronics no match for the comforting, one-eyed gaze of 
his tattered old teddy. Does your daughter find her £150, 
radio-controlled X-UFO as much fun as that paper kite you 
picked up for her in the market? 

And what about your own quad-band, polyphonic, game
savvy, video-capture, zoom-equipped camphane? Can you be 
bothered to find out what its cutting-edge features do, let 
alone actually use them? 

You could be forgiven for concluding that the challenge of 
Christmas proved too much for 21st-century technology. Per
haps you wish you'd stuck with socks and scarves. However, 
your irritation may not stop there. Has a flattened TV screen 
or bagless vacuum cleaner actually enhanced your life? Do 
you really need sat-nav [GPS], a portable video player or a vi
brating head massager? 

False Promises of Updated Technology 
Never before in the human story has so much frenetic innova
tion delivered so little of real worth. Hucksters ceaselessly im
ply that unless we update our kit, our lives will lose their lus
tre. Yet usually, rather than teleportation, eternal youth or 
silent popcorn, the most they can deliver is a slightly faster, 
slightly smaller or slightly fancier version of what we already 
have. Sometimes it is actually inferior. 

You probably didn't expect digital radio to sound worse 
than FM, though you may have noticed that MP3 is no match 
for CDs, which in turn sound less impressive than your dad's 
black vinyl discs. And guess what, vinyl records are coming 
back into favour among the discriminating classes, along with 
bicycles, fountain pens, coal fires and candles. 
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We remain convinced that ours is an age of breakneck 
technological progress, yet most of the things we rely on, such 
as cars, planes and houses, have barely changed in their essen
tials since our grandparents' day. Our enemies sidestep our 
high-tech weapons systems with backpack bombs, while medi
cine is still humbled by cancer and the common cold. 

The advances of our era may be numerous, but few match 
up in scale to the triumphs of the past. We preen ourselves 
about the internet, but the most profound insights on which 
it depends occurred long ago and had already found expres
sion in arguably far more important inventions such as the li
brary and the telephone. Certainly, the web pales in compari
son with the printing press, which in turn pales in comparison 
with writing. What discovery in our own lifetimes can match 
fire or language, the wheel or the boat, agriculture or the city? 

Inventiveness in Decline 
Recently, a Pentagon physicist called Jonathan Huebner de
cided to try to plot the rate at which the level of innovation 
has been changing. He devised a mathematical formula to cal
culate the number of significant developments per head of 
population. By this measure, our current score is about the 
same as it would have been in 1600. It turns out that in mod
ern times inventiveness peaked in 1873, and since then has 
been declining steadily. By 2024 it should be back to a level 
last experienced in the Dark Ages. 

We need not be surprised. The low-hanging fruit of spec
tacular intuition was harvested long ago. 

Sadly, the iron law of diminishing returns prevents any 
latter-day Leonardo from achieving half a dozen break
throughs in unrelated fields in a single lifetime. Nowadays, a 
small step forward requires huge teams, which must first ab
sorb an immense backlog of relevant data. By the time they 
have done this, many will be in the final stages of their ca
reers, and this spawns a further problem. 
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The Paradox of Technological Progress 

Technology is a problem because we cannot do without it 
and our use of it clearly makes us both better and worse. 
Human beings are-among other things-technological or 
tool-making animals. We use our brains and our freedom 
to transform nature, and in doing so we transform our
selves. We also have a perverse capacity to make ourselves 
unhappy and a singular pride in our misery. We are both 
proud of and wish to free ourselves from the burdens of 
our technological success. So we find it almost impossible 
to judge how much and what kind of technology would be 
best for us. In principle, we should be free to accept or re
ject various technological developments. Technology, after 
all, is supposed to be means for the pursuit of whatever 
ends we choose. But, in truth, it might be our destiny to be 
moved along by impersonal and unlimited technological 
progress. We do not have much evidence of significant num
bers of human beings resisting technological changes for 
long periods of time. (The peaceful and admirable Amish, 
for example, are a very small exception to a general rule.) 

Peter Augustine Lawler, Perspectives on Political Science, 
Summer 2005. 

The Dangers of Progress 
Creative energy is firmly associated with youth. We are rightly 
impressed by the wizardry of the teenage geeks who devise the 
computer viruses that make our lives hell. Unfortunately, the 
structure of the research and development process today 
means that by the time such people are in a position to con
tribute something more useful, their genius may well have 
evaporated. 

Where significant headway does get made, it is often in ar
eas which have become so complex that further effort makes 
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no economic sense. Thus, space exploration has more or less 
been abandoned. And there's an even more awesome block to 
continued progress. Many of the discoveries that remain to be 
made may be just too complex for the human brain ever to 

absorb. 
Still, you may ask, if faith in our technological prowess is 

misplaced, why should it matter? A disappointing Christmas 
present isn't the end of the world. Unfortunately, rather more 
than that may be at stake. Over-reliance on technology could 
turn out to be the death of us. 

The darker side of our endless search for cleverer stuff is 
becoming increasingly apparent. It's our enthusiasm for air 
travel that may enable what might otherwise be localised dis
eases such as AIDS, TB, SARS or bird flu to kill us in our mil
lions. Reliance on genetically modified crops could result in 
mass starvation if things go wrong. The Heir [Britain's Prince 
Charles] fears that nanotechnology may reduce us all to grey 
goo. Apparently, a mistake by some over-eager physicist in 
some obscure laboratory might even set in motion a chain of 
events that could destroy all the matter in the universe. 

These, however, are mere possibilities. Technophilia creates 
other perils that now seem inescapable. For one thing, it en
courages us to cling to a way of life predicated on economic 
growth, which assumes continuing innovation on a scale that 
may fail to materialise. It also fosters the delusion that ingenu
ity can sort out all our problems, which in turn disinclines us 
to apply the more realistic remedies that may be what we ac
tually require. 

Misplaced Faith in Technology 
As it happens, our current civilisation is confronting a nexus 
of difficulties perhaps more daunting than anything faced by 
its predecessors, and our technological excesses have to bear at 
least some of the blame. Squandering the colossal bounty of 
fossilised carbon in a few generations may turn out to have 
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been our main mistake, but it was our otherwise rather unim
pressive machines that made this possible. 

All the same, the White House is not alone in trusting to 
technology to come up with a fix for global warming. At some 
level, the same conviction underpins resistance everywhere 
else to the understandably unwelcome alternative-an adjust
ment of our appetites. The thinking seems to be that if we 
were clever enough to create such a mess, we must be clever 
enough to get ourselves out of it. 

Finding a replacement for fossil fuels, should we manage 
to survive until they have run out, is also apparently to be left 
largely to our inventiveness. Many of us seem to be cheerily 
assuming that if nuclear power turns out to be too expensive 
or too dangerous, our limitless cunning will in due course 
tease some other genie from some other lamp. Unfortunately, 
the panto season [i.e., the time of playacting] has not much 
longer to run. 

Meanwhile, as our nemesis creeps up on us, we are re
duced to revisiting long-abandoned contrivances from less hu
bristic eras. The windmills flailing anew above our landscape 
should be seen as signalling the limits of our capabilities. We 
might as well look to Santa to safeguard our destiny as to our 
power over wind and waves. He may of course disappoint us, 
as perhaps he did this Christmas, but at least we realise that 
we're not supposed to believe in him. 
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