Peng Michael Shao, in response to Bill Joy’s article …
1. write a one paragraph summary statement about the article characterizing the main message of the article?

The author is concerned. He has spent his whole life in strong pursuit of “potential”. In college he was awed by their ability to give yes/no answers. He was seduced by this idea of a deterministic solution and sought to unleash the realm of possibilities in computing. This fervor for “uncovering the next big thing” continued until meeting Ray Kurzweil in person. Ray talked about a Matrix-like world, where humans would be more and more dependent on machines. So much so that humans could lose their lives if unplugged from these machines. Then, furthering the thought, Ray proposes a world in which Darwanism promotes robots to a fitter position than even humans. “Survival of the fittest”, and in this case the human species gets squeezed out due to inferiority – hence the extinction of man. And, so, with a mind set on embracing new technology, but a heart worried about the ethical issues of making better and better machines, Bill Joy wants to have more discussions on the issue … and to proceed cautiously into the 21st century.
2. with which arguments (focused on predicting future developments) do you 

2.1. agree, 2.2. disagree


disagree first

The author assumes that everything we do in terms of technology is an improvement of life. There is a disconnect here. We may have the internet, cars, planes, better medicine, HDTV. Then again, let’s go down the list. We also have data insecurity and identity theft, car accidents and drunk driving, plane hijackings used for the purpose of terror (9/11), medical malpractice and dependence on medications, a growing obesity problem. Are solutions to problems really solutions – in that they better our life more than they harm us? Or do they just generate more issues? It seems like a zero sum game – we have improved in one area, but have receded in another. It’s like the physics law: for every action there is an equal and opposite reaction. In creating new technology, we generate more and problems. While people have longer life expectancies, what about the quality of life? By this I don’t mean a shorter commute, cheaper gas prices, get rich schemes, etc. But rather, can we say that there are fewer crimes and more acts of altruism in the world? What about the environment? What are we doing to improve the quality of the air that we breath? What are we doing to protect species from being endangered? What are we doing to preserve arable land?
We also assume that machines will “evolve” in their intelligence at an increasing rate. As results have proved, A.I. is a painfully challenging subject matter to conduct research. I think it was Bill Gates who once said that while chips are becoming faster, hard drives become larger, progress is artificial intelligence is slowing down. Or at least, it is not accelerating. I think, in some cases, technologists wildly exaggerate the impact of technology. Remember when everyone was talking about flying cars? We can look to the potential of nanotechnology and genetic engineering – but it’s just that, potential.
We give way too much credit to ourselves. The social aspect of it is exciting. Check out these marketing gimmicks: save lives by replacing body parts! Build machine brains! Live for 200+ years! I call this a pursuit of human-godliness. We have been doing this throughout history, as long as history has been recorded. Caesar wanted to build the largest empire man had ever seen. Stories have been written about the desire to fly: Icarus got himself killed. We swarm to movies about superheroes: Superman, Batman, Wonder Woman. We daydream about how we would use those superpowers. I think that man, by nature, desires to be God – we want to have control over our lives, we want to predict the future (weather, stocks, etc.), we want to live forever, we want to pursue perfection (hence we build robots), we want to think that we can do anything if we set our hearts to it. In an ironic sense, I feel that this greed may indeed cause the extinction of the human race. If Bill Joy’s article has any credibility, it is that in our pursuit of godliness, we suffer the greatest penalty.
He talks about the elite being “shepherds”. This leans to a dictator-ship type world. Which would be a sad world, true, but nothing that we – as people – should fear. Civilization has been through this before – recall the communist regime of Mao Zedong, Hitler, slavery in the 1800s, it goes way back. Humans are not new to oppression and death. It seems cyclical, not apocalyptic.
agree
On the other hand, it’s totally possible to visualize such a scenario. George Dyson, in the article, talks about “In the game of life and evolution there are three players at the table: human beings, nature, and machines. I am firmly on the side of nature. But nature, I suspect, is on the side of the machines.” I feel that naturally, humans are imperfect. We make all kinds of mistakes: an example is spelling. A computer could potentially spell “perfectly”; in fact we have written programs in which programs check our errors. This indicates that computers can be better than humans in many areas. 

3. how should we react to this article
3.1. on an individual basis?, 3.2. on a societal basis?

I feel that humans have been given an incredible gift and that is choice. We can choose to love, we can choose to pursue our dreams, careers, where we live, etc. We can choose to believe in God, or we can choose to be atheists. Nothing else on earth has this kind of choice. Rivers can’t choose where they flow. Stars can’t choose how they are aligned in the sky. Animals can’t choose whether or not they believe in God. Everything else on earth just is. So this amazing gift comes with a serious responsibility. I’ll just say that we need to be careful with our choices because we have a horrific potential to cause destruction to ourselves, each other, and this earth that we inhabit.


4. would you consider yourself
4.1. a techno-utopist, 4.2. a techno-pessimist, 4.3. or your own position?

I think that glorify is a touchy word. I think that we should be forward looking. Does this mean we throw the past into a garbage bag and say, “well there’s no point looking there.” I don’t think so – lessons of the past can be critical to motivating the future. Good luck with Web 2.0 (
