 Assignment 1 –  Bill Joy Article      --  Betty Eskow

1. Summary

Bill Joy’s essay discusses the problems that he sees arising from new technologies such as robotics, genetic engineering and nanotechnology. The main issue is the possibility that these technologies will advance to a stage of uncontrollable self-replication capable of destroying the human race. He compares this problem to the advances in weapons technology and the obvious harm and capacity for destruction we have witnessed, especially since the advent and use of the atomic bomb in 1945. There are no easy solutions to this spiraling of scientific knowledge  providing advances in technology that may prove harmful, except to begin discussions and hope that we can save ourselves by restricting or directing the growth of these advances to prevent progressing too far along the road to self destruction.

2.1 Arguments that I agree with: 

 In our current situation  where we can see the environmental ramifications of our advances in technology, and can imagine the possibly disastrous outcomes of the arms race,  I must agree that there exists a potential for the human race to destroy itself in perhaps a not extremely distant future.  I also agree that unrestricted genetic engineering can lead to a dangerous situation – we have already seen the harmful, irreversible effects to the environment caused by genetically modified crops. I also agree that because humans, in general, care a great deal about the continuity of our species, we may be able to come up with solutions for these huge problems.

2.2 Arguments that I disagree with:

  I’m not sure whether or not the problem of self-replication of robots and nanotechnology is in the realm of the future or science fiction. Perhaps I just haven’t done enough reading to be convinced of this. I also think that restrictions to technological advances could prevent progress in medicine and other important areas, and it’s important that we should not hinder “good” advances.

3. Reactions to this article:

I think we should react to this article on both an individual level and a societal level. As computer scientists involved in advancing technology, we need to develop an awareness of any possible harm that might come as a result of our research. This is, of course, very subjective, but I think it would be helpful if we all maintain some sense of a global conscience in our work. On a societal level, we need to have a government that is concerned with the possible harmful outcomes of technology, and enforces guidelines or restrictions that favor the long term continuance of our planet  over the potential for short term commercial success.

4. I don’t consider myself a techno-utopist or a techno-pessimist. I would like to make advances that will help, and not be harmful to humans, as we all would. I think it’s important to live in the present, and try to understand the current situation well enough to do the best thing for the future of our planet.

