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During the Olympic Games I walked across Sydney's Pyrmont Bridge on my way to the weightlifting. It was a warm spring evening and the city was at its best. Even the plastic Disneyesque ambience of Darling Harbour had a charm about it.

As the monorail whizzed by it struck me how much Sydney had changed since I was a boy. I remember, as recently as 14 years ago, taking a spare Morris Minor engine down to the Darling Harbour Goods Yard, about where the National Maritime Museum now stands, to send it by rail to a friend in Brisbane.

Later that evening, after the weightlifters had grunted their last grunt, I walked a couple of kilometres around the city, specifically looking at all the changes in the past few decades. And I thought to myself how much the external trappings of our lives are changing, and how quickly.

Look at the things around you, in your house or at your office. How often do you marvel at the technological brilliance of it all? I got a new mobile phone yesterday. It cost nothing more than a guarantee that I will continue to make a few calls a month, yet it plugs into my Psion organiser  another wonderful device and lets me use the Net anywhere in the world (except for backwaters like the USA).

I also upgraded my laptop recently. I do so every two years. I always buy new machines, but superseded models. It's amazing. My home telephone system would have served the needs of a small business a couple of years ago. I get a few dozen TV channels into my home. My car needs servicing only every 12,500 kilometres, and I can't remember the last time it or any of its antecedents broke down.

I can go anywhere in the world in 36 hours or less, and put a piece of plastic in a slot and get as much local currency as I need. If I get sick I can probably be cured. If an organ gives up it can be replaced. The cheapest watches keep perfect time.

When you stop to think about it, as I have recently, this is all pretty amazing. It really is the stuff of science fiction. Yet we are living it. At least, vast numbers of people in the wealthy half of the world are living it. (It is a sobering thought to realise that most of the world's adult population have never made a phone call.) It has become fashionable to say that all this has not made us happier. That may sometimes be the case, but it is hardly the fault of technology. I take the opposing view. Most of the advances of which I speak have materially altered our lives for the better, particularly those that have occurred in the areas of medicine and nutrition.

Yet people still fight technology. The scientific method itself is even under attack by post-modernists and protofascists who are happy to share in the spoils of the modern age but who deny its origins. The misguided and selfish actions of those who protest against free trade are one example of this, but it unfortunately manifests itself in other less obvious ways.

The biggest danger to the advance of technology is the disease of relativism. There exists a school of thought that claims science is determined by the culture, or even the sex, of those who practise it. There are thus many different realities, none of which has any more validity than any other. There is American science, feminist science, communist science, etc.

This view, and variants of it, is so widespread that at first hand you would think that it cannot be dismissed as absurd. After all, we live in a world where vast numbers of people believe that life continues after death, or that the alignment of stars and planets affect our fate, or that beings from other planets regularly visit us and live among us. People, it seems, will believe anything, and the absence of proof seems only to strengthen those beliefs.

My favourite page of any newspaper is the letters page. And, as a columnist with a published email address, I have my own private letters page as well. I have long since given up trying to persuade others of their folly, but others still try to persuade me of mine. I remain amazed at what people are willing to believe and why, but I have stopped worrying too much about it. So long as they do not place themselves in the way of my search for happiness I remain unconcerned.

But I do worry about some things. I worry about those who use violence or the denial of others' rights and freedoms to promote their own views. I worry about quality being drowned in a sea of mediocrity. I worry about woolly thinking and its potentially dangerous consequences.

And I do sometimes worry about technology. It has its own momentum. But we are much better off harnessing that momentum for the common good than we are fighting against it. Fear and ignorance are the real enemies, and they are all around us.
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