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Over the past year I have written about many things. Last week I read again most of the stuff I have written over the past twelve months, and I am struck by the recurrence of one key theme.

That theme is the extent to which information technology is changing our lives. It sounds banal when you say it just like that, but I think there is a key underlying issue. Of course, a critic might say that I am merely repeating myself, and there may be some truth in that, but nevertheless I believe it is worth trying to synthesise some of these strands of thought.

First, let’s look at the basics. On one very real level, the key elements of human life do not change. We are born, we love, we hate, we die. The lessons of the ancients, of the Bible and of Homer and of Confucius and of the Upanishads, are as relevant today as they have ever been. There exist what my high school English teacher (the great Brian O’Neil) used to call “eternal truths” that are common to all peoples at all times.

On this level, information technology, and indeed technology generally, affects little more than the trappings of out lives. So, we can exchange emails around the world in an instant, and watch anything we want when we want, and do business at the push of a button. We still eat, poo, wash, work, travel, sleep and have sex. Our lives are still determined by our relationships and our hopes and our disappointments.

It is relative the extent to which out lives “change”. On one level they have been revolutionised, and on another they have hardly changed at all. There are no doubt some areas where computers are having a greater effect than in other areas. In the Western World, over the last 500 years or so since the Renaissance, a number of social constructs have grown up which are now being severely challenged by information technology.

The first of these is privacy. It is not widely realised that this is a recent phenomenon. It has not existed in most human cultures, certainly not as we in the West understand it today. Most latter-day privacy advocates believe they are fighting for some universal truth, whereas they are merely fighting a tactical battle to prevent the inevitable erosion of what will prove to be a temporary phase in the history of a smallish part of humanity. In the immortal words of Sun Microsystem’s Scott McNeally: “Privacy is dead. Get over it.”

Technological imperatives have rendered the concept outdated and unenforceable. And we cannot rely on governments to protect us – as recent events with the GST and the Electoral Office illustrate, governments are the greatest beneficiaries of the erosion of privacy, and are leading the way in its eventual abolition.

You mightn’t like, and I certainly don’t, but we need to understand that our mental constructs that regard privacy as a Good Thing are a product of social conditioning, not a reflection of some eternal truth. (Or to quote Shakespeare, who was a dab hand at eternal truths himself: “There is nothing good nor bad, but that men’s minds make it so.”)

Similarly, and relatedly, the concept of intellectual property is on the way out. This is a very recent phenomenon, designed to protect publishers and middle men rather than artists. It still does, and the inevitable death of this outdated concept is to be applauded. It is astonishing the viciousness with which I have been attacked for stating this obvious truth. There are many vested interests in maintaining the absurd notion of copyright.

Computers, the Internet and the whole information revolution are totally rewriting intellectual and social rules. Eternal truths remain untouched, and with them the fundamentals of human existence, but the details are changing very quickly. Trouble is, far too many people confuse the details with the fundamentals.

But I am increasingly of the belief that computers will eventually change human life at the most basic level. There is nothing so basic as life itself, and survival is the most fundamental of human imperatives. If computers were to threaten our individual lives, and more importantly our continued existence as a species, I think that then we could truly say that we are confronting eternal truths.

I believe this will happen, probably in the next generation or the one after it. There is ample evidence that the rate of development in computer-based intelligence means that we are creating a probably superior and potentially competitive life-form, one with the ability to replicate and evolve.

There have been many tired debates about the extent to which even extremely advanced computers can actually “think”. The argument seems to go that they are machines, and by definition machines cannot think, no matter how much they are able to process information and make decisions based on that process. It will be cold comfort when the machines decide to eliminate us to know that it was soulless machines that made that decision, rather than evil brains.

The debate has about as much relevance as the debates over privacy and copyright. Mankind’s capacity for wishful thinking is astonishing. So is its ability to disguise self-interest with apparent objectivity and concern for others.

I don’t really care about how many TV channels I can watch or how long it takes me to send a letter or order a product. Ultimately, I don’t worry too much about my personal space being invaded by the outside world. But I do care about the future of the human race, being myself a member of that endangered breed.

I suspect we will get a real wakeup call in about 50 years’s time, maybe sooner. By the time it happens, it may be too late. Those who are currently fighting irrelevant and futile skirmishes over the effects of information technology on marginal aspects of our lives would serve themselves and the rest of us much better if they switched their energies to the preservation of the species.
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