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People spend a lot of time thinking about the
future.  Our highly developed pro-social skills in-
clude our ability to mentally simulate others' mental 
states and anticipate their various possible behav-
iors.  This same ability allows us to discover and ex-
ploit the regularities of the natural world.  It is not 
for nothing that we call them “Laws of Nature,” as 
they seem much more dependable than human be-
havior.  This has driven technological progress, for, 
as Francis Bacon put it:

“Nature, to be commanded, must be obeyed.”

Technological progress has, in turn, trans-
formed humanity and its preoccupation with the fu-
ture.  Thousands of years ago our ancestors worried 
about the outcomes of violent clashes with other 
tribes and where their next meal may come from.  
But the modern idea of history unfolding was then 
unknown.  As the writer of Ecclesiastes – attributed 
to the biblical King Solomon – put it:

“What has been will be again, what has been done
will be done again; there is nothing new under the
sun.  Is there anything of which one can say, 'Look!
This is something new?'  It was here already, long
ago; it was here before our time.  No one remem-
bers the former generations, and even those yet to
come will not be remembered by those who follow
them.” [Ecclesiastes 1:9-11]

For tens of thousands of years the world 
looked little different from one year to the next or 
even from one millennium to the next.  Even if King
Solomon could have been brought forward to the 8th 
Century of Charlemagne, the world would have 
been understandable.  But by the 17th Century – only
1000 years later – many changes would have been 
apparent to someone from the 10th Century BCE, es-
pecially the existence and colonization of the Amer-
icas by the European powers and the technologies 
which enabled that.  Within another century or two, 

as the Industrial Revolution got underway, Solomon
would have had to agree that there was a great many
things that were “new under the sun.”  And by the 
time of the 20th Century it would be clear that there 
was little that was not “new under the sun.”  The 
pace of scientific progress and technological inno-
vation is today such that few people on the planet 
have not personally experienced transformative 
changes in their lives.  Continued rapid progress has
become expected.  Many look forward to these 
things but, at the same time, the pace of change and 
its nature is such that there is good reason to consid-
er some of it threatening.

The German philosopher and socialist revo-
lutionary Karl Marx was perhaps the first person to 
seriously consider how the Industrial Revolution 
would alter human society.  He might have been 
vindicated but for his failure to foresee the innova-
tions that led to entirely new industries.  Yet some of
Marx's concerns remain at issue, especially as robot-
ics and AI seem likely to continue to displace hu-
mans.

On the one hand it seems hard to believe that
continued progress will not lead to the “overproduc-
tivity” that Marx feared.  Will being freed from 
“wage slavery” be a welcome alternative?  Or will 
subsisting on whatever handouts can be gotten from 
the government be better?  Everything will depend, 
as is so often the case, on how such changes play 
out and what adjustments are made to accommodate
the stresses placed on the people who must contend 
with them.  And, as always, on politics.

Besides transformative social and economic 
changes directly affecting people where they are im-
plemented, in the early 21st Century there are, in ad-
dition, trends that affect everyone on the planet.  
Some of these represent existentialist threats.  Since 
the end of World War II, the continuing potential of 
nuclear destruction, possibly unleashed by terror
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groups or rogue states, is one of these.  Another is 
rising atmospheric greenhouse gases, melting 
glaciers, rising sea levels and climate change.  Peo-
ple living in coastal and other low-lying areas in-
cluding remote island nations will likely have to go 
live elsewhere.  Others will have to change their 
agricultural practices or deal with other ecological 
alterations.

Advances in biotechnology and/or robots and
machine learning may turn minor mistakes into dis-
asters or allow criminals to do far more damage than
they ever could have with prior low-tech methods.  
Some also worry about a “singularity” in which 
technology, artificial intelligence specifically, will 
escape humanity's ability to control it.  There has not
been so much focus on nanotechnology but here, 
too, there are concerns that microscopic self-repli-
cating machines could pose dangers beyond any-
one's ability to anticipate.

Undoubtedly, many fears about the future 
will never be realized.  CERN's Large Hadron Col-
lider, for example, has obviously not yet produced 
any black holes that destroyed the planet.  Nor has 
genetic engineering yet produced any Frankenstein 
monsters or the Search for Extraterrestrial Intelli-
gence yet brought any alien invaders.  It is of course 
wise to consider and plan for all the ways something
can go badly.  There have been enough disasters – 
the sinking of the Titanic and the loss of the Space 
Shuttles Challenger and Columbia among many dra-
matic instances – to teach us that this is not an easy 
task.  But as the 20th Century British mathematician 
and philosopher Alfred North Whitehead put it:

“The art of progress is to preserve order amid
change, and to preserve change amid order.”

This seems the sort of “profound truth” that 
the 20th Century physicist Neils Bohr meant: a truth 
whose opposite is also true.  For order is destroyed 
by change, and transformative change, almost by 
definition, gives rise to new order.  The Great Seal of
the United States on the back of US $1 bills features 
the words (beneath the pyramid) “Novus Ordo Se-
clorum.”  It means “New Order of the Ages” and re-
flects Thomas Paine's calling on the American 
colonists, in breaking away from the English crown, 
to “begin the world over again.”  Or, as Alfred North
Whitehead observed:

“The major advances in civilization are
processes which all but wreck the societies

in which they occur.”
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