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The message in this article is made pretty clear by the fact that Joy pretty much beats you over the head with it.  Research into the three new technologies he refers to as NGR (nanotech, genetics, and robotics) has the capacity to produce unintended consequences if these technologies are allowed to control their own mechanism of production.  It is this ability to produce self-replicators that would make them uniquely more dangerous than the technologies of the past because it could give rise to an unending cascade of copies that could either crowd us out, make us obsolete, or both.


However, he does not give much insight into how the two specific fields of nanotechnology and robotics could possibly give rise to such an outcome.  Instead, he invokes what might be called a proof by repetition. If a person with enough authority says something enough times, then everyone else will have to believe him, right?


In reality Joy’s case is pretty flimsy.  Even assuming that human-level machines become feasible in the next 20 years, which I believe to be a huge overestimate of our capabilities, it is around this time that some experts say we will run out of oil.  With only a limited supply of energy, it is hard to imagine how some of the runaway scenarios in Joy’s article could come to be.  But even assuming that we have another 50 years, which virtually everyone in the know believes to be an upper bound, the fact is that the validity of Moore’s law depends almost entirely on the advancement of nanotechnology, which as Joy stated himself, is considered to be almost impossible by many important physicists.  With atomic-level physics at something of a standstill, it is hard to see how dangerously immense processing power could develop.  My point is that for all of the positive feedback loops discussed by Joy, there are negative feedback loops to counter them.


On the other hand, it is hard to argue with Joy that genetics could become the nuclear technology of the 21st century, but I do not believe that genetics belongs in the same category as nanotechnology or 
robotics.  Unlike the other two, it is easy to see how genetics could give rise to a new, superior, dominating race of humans, or an accidental “White Plague.”  Hence, most people have come to the unequivocal conclusion that it is unethical to pursue eugenics, cloning, or biological weapons.  But I do not see anyone (other than Joy) trumpeting the dangers of nanotechnology and robotics.

Assuming Joy is correct and there is some massively destructive thing that can be done with nanotech or robotics, it is very noble of him to take up the task of alerting those who will listen.  But the reason that we cannot prevent these weapons from being developed is the same as the reason that the Chemical and Biological Weapons Treaties are probably not being followed today.  Whenever one group of powerful people are faced with doing one thing that is ethical and another thing that will make them more powerful, they almost uniformly choose the latter because otherwise they might end up losing their power to someone who will.

I consider myself to be a techno-utopist and do not consider the threat of a “robot apocalypse” to be a very real one.  What Mr. Joy has accomplished is to write an heavily thought-out article with lots of interesting cultural references, but I do not agree with his view … or Mr. Kaczynski’s.

