Introduction

There is something about the subject of technology that turns people’s
minds toward the future rather than the past: the Aistory of technology, as
they say, does not compute. Yet this is both wrong and wrong-headed.
Wrong, because technology, like every other aspect of our lives, has
come from somewhere — that is, has a history. Wrong-headed, because
the future is being shaped right now out of what we have to work
with and think about — that is, what we have inherited from the past.
Our history does not determine our future, but it provides us
with both the material and the understanding with which we built that
future.

All too often we fall into the easy understanding called “technological
determinism” — that is, the assumption that technology determines what
MSociew.' This assumption is cunningly used by advertisers to
convince us that the new technology they want us to buy — the car, say, or
that new dishwasher — will change our lives. If we buy the car we get the
partner of our dreams, but if we don’t we don’t. Sometimes of course it’s
true — get a gun and use it, and we are likely to be in deep trouble. And if
we get it, we are probably more likely to use it.

But it’s also true that society determines technology. We have a
nuclear technology because the United States wanted an atomic bomb.
Research on computer technology was pushed by the Pentagon because
it decided that it needed the power to crunch big numbers. The result,
for many years, was that computers were huge, expensive mainframes,
suitable for calculating missile trajectories but not designed to provide
personal word processing for students.
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