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Abstract: As an examination of Promethean literature ilustrates, technological determinism is a necessary consequence of the human need to transcend limits and strive for ethical perfection. Our cultural ambivalence towards technology as a necessary trespass on the sacred cannot be neatly resolved.

Humans are limited creatures. We are limited in our knowledge, we are limited in our power, and we are limited in our goodness. This is surely beyond doubt. But it is equally certain that we must not resign ourselves to our own failings. To the contrary, it is a mark of human excellence to never regard one’s own shortcomings with indifference or resignation. Unfortunately, there is a deep tension between these two undeniable truths. On the one hand, we must pursue our own ideal of perfection and strive to become godlike in wisdom, power, and goodness. On the other hand, we must recognize the dangers of overreaching—of playing God. 

The Computer Revolution has brought with it a further urgency that we finally learn to live within our limits. Through robotics, advanced artificial intelligence, nanotechnology, and genetic engineering, “playing God” may soon become more than a literary device. This has led even some leading architects of the Computer Revolution, including Bill Joy, to call for a moratorium on the further development of such technology. These critics maintain that it is hubris to believe we know enough or are responsible enough to pursue such technologies; we can and must stop the tide of technological change before it is too late. 

I argue that this is wrong. As evidenced in an examination of Western literature from ancient times to the present, the need to transcend our own limits through technological means has been as much a part of the human condition as our struggle with death itself. However, as the stories of Genesis, Prometheus, Icarus, Frankenstein, and others show, our nature as technological animals has at once inspired pride and guilt. While knowledge and technology are accepted as conditions of our excellence and even our very survival, our literary traditions express a deep uneasiness about this. Even when the matter is put in purely secular terms, there are grave risks associated with usurping the role traditionally left for God. 

The Literary Testimony
While we must employ technology in the pursuit of human excellence, it is a dangerous and even impious enterprise. This ambivalence speaks through a long literary tradition that warns against succumbing to the temptations of technology and our own cleverness. In a sense, concern about the ethics of technology has been with us since ancient times; the history of Computer Ethics begins with Aeschylus, not Weiner. In the stories of Prometheus, Icarus, Frankenstein, and Genesis, we are at once informed of the powerful temptation to embrace knowledge and technology, and warned against the tragic consequences of such overreaching. In these works, we find ourselves both admiring and disparaging the Promethean figure, whose only crime is to aspire to a greatness beyond that permitted him. 

The criminal aspect of pursuing knowledge is at the very heart of the story of The Fall in Genesis. God created a perfect paradise, and provided for every need. However, God made only one commandment, “You may freely eat of every tree of the garden; but of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat, for in the day that you eat of it you shall die.” (Genesis, 2:16) What possible temptation could persuade Eve to disobey this command? The answer reveals a conception of human nature that still resonates with our contemporary concerns about technology. Humans willingly risk paradise for the sake of knowledge and wisdom. “So when the woman saw that the tree was good for food, and that it was a delight to the eyes, and that the tree was to be desired to make one wise, she took of its fruit and ate.” (Genesis, 3:6) 

Adam and Eve are cast from the Garden and kept from the Tree of Life. In this sense, it is literally true that eating from the Tree of Knowledge leads to death. However, it cannot be for this reason that God warns against eating from the Tree of Knowledge. After all, it is God who denies them access to the Tree of Life, not some intrinsic consequence of eating from the Tree of Knowledge. Furthermore, casting Adam and Eve from the Garden is not easily understood as punishment for mere disobedience. Unless God is arbitrary, He must have had a reason to forbid us knowledge of good and evil, and it must be this reason that ultimately explains the punishment. Why does God wish that humans not have this knowledge? The answer speaks immediately to our rightful place in the universe. “Then the LORD God said, ‘Behold, the man has become like one of us, knowing good and evil; and now, lest he put forth his hand and take also of the tree of life, and eat, and live forever’—therefore the LORD God sent him forth from the garden of Eden.” (Genesis, 3:22-23) The reason for God’s command is now clear: it is not right that humans should become like God. 

The story of The Fall is a vivid expression of the notion that there is something criminal about upsetting the order of the universe by seeking out knowledge. The crime is a usurpation, an arrogant desire to take power for ourselves at the expense of how the World “is supposed to be.” It seems that this idea was obvious to the ancients who first conceived and embraced it. But from our secular, 21st Century perspective, it may be difficult to understand. Why should God be so jealous? Why should we be ashamed of our nature as beings who would know? We have embraced knowledge and technology in spite of an often explicit cultural attitude against it, starting from our very notion of Creation. Why should this be? 

Some clues to unraveling this paradox can be found if we examine the stories of that other main fountainhead of Western culture, ancient Greece. In particular, the story of Prometheus captures our uneasy attitude towards technology and knowledge as at once divine and denied us. In spite of Zeus’ wish to “wipe out man and rear another race,” Prometheus “sought the fount of fire in hollow reed Hid privily, a measureless resource For man, and mighty teacher of all arts” Fire is not only one technology but serves as the symbol and condition of all technology, as a “mighty teacher of all arts.” Prometheus explains the extent of his philanthropy, saying, “listen to the tale Of human sufferings, and how at first Senseless as beasts I gave men sense, possessed them Of mind…Moreover, number, the most excellent Of all inventions, I for them devised, And gave them writing that retaineth all.” For his crime, Prometheus is chained “to the jagged rocks In adamantine bonds infrangible; For [the Gods’] own blossom of all forging fire He stole and gave to mortals; trespass grave For which the Gods have called him to account, That he may learn to bear Zeus' tyranny And cease to play the lover of mankind.” (Aeschylus, Prometheus Bound) 

  While Aeschylus portrays Prometheus in a rather favorable light in his struggle with the “tyrant” Zeus, it should be noted that Greek attitudes towards the benefactor of mankind were more ambivalent. Thus, we have Hesiod describing Prometheus as a “devious and wily” trickster whose earlier partisanship for mortals was itself the cause of Zeus’ wrath. Prometheus is said to have attempted to deceive Zeus “with devious art” to accept the lesser of two portions of an ox. “Zeus angered in his heart hid the means of human livelihood because the wily Prometheus deceived him. And so he devised for human beings sorrowful troubles. He hid fire.” (Hesiod, 67-73) 

  The tale of Prometheus is significant in a number of ways. On the one hand, as in Genesis, we are clearly told that knowledge and technology belong originally to the divine order. There is no way for mere mortals to participate in such divinity without some sort of theft. Insofar as Prometheus is seen as a personification of our own intellect (the name “Prometheus” means literally “forethought”), we are ourselves the thieves, creeping into the sacred world as burglars of temples who would defile the divine for our grubby and base purposes. At the same time, this personification suggests that we are not entirely grubby and profane. We participate in the divine itself insofar was we understand and “have sense.” As in Genesis, our crime itself has the result of making us more godlike. The story affirms the notion that humans are utterly lost and doomed without knowledge and technology, but that it is still beyond us to have it. We must have it to live, but the pursuit is contrary to the sacred order of things. 

  The Promethean tragedy also makes it clear why we so eagerly embrace technology in spite of our recognition that we are not worthy of it. Without knowledge and technology, we could not survive, or at least we could not live well. Knowledge is itself a means to human excellence, but our imperfections make it impious to grasp for such excellence. At the same time, it hardly seems right to deny ourselves the only avenue to our flourishing, especially to the contemporary reader, who likely has no concept of the divine in contrast to his own profane existence. If this is so, if we have no profound sense of trespass in our intellectual and technological pursuits, we have to wonder why we are still so uneasy about technology. 

  But the ambivalence towards knowledge and technology expressed in these stories does not depend fundamentally on the metaphysical dualism implied by them. Rather, that dualism explains and articulates the insight that humans are profoundly limited in contrast with our conceptions of what we could be. It is in our recognition of our own failings that we first conceive what perfection would be. That perfection is readily personified, and the resulting contrast with ourselves puts our own limitations into even sharper relief. Distinguishing the profane and the divine seems to lie behind our cultural disquiet about technology as an expression of the recklessness of putting such tremendous and unlimited power in the hands of beings so notably limited and imperfect. In pursuing technology, we seek to perfect our power. But it is frightful to manifest the power of God without His perfect knowledge and perfect goodness. We will make tragic mistakes. 

  This theme of technological cleverness outstripping our own wisdom and restraint is clear in the story of Icarus. Daedalus, who represents the most clever and able practitioner of applied science, grows weary of his long exile on Crete, and seeks to escape the island. He notes that escape is prevented by the sea, but “surely the sky is open, And that’s the way we’ll go.” (Ovid, 187-9) He fashions wings for himself and his son, Icarus. Before their escape, he offers Icarus a stern warning, “fly a middle course: Don’t go too low, or water will weigh the wings down; Don’t go too high, or the sun’s fire will burn them. Keep to the middle way…Follow my lead!” Of course, the exuberance of youth overcomes Icarus’ better judgement and he cannot resist flying higher and higher, until the sun’s heat melts the wax that holds the wings together. Daedalus’ contrivance falls apart, and the boy falls. 

  The story confirms the lessons of Genesis and Prometheus, while stressing the precariousness and fragility of our meager attempts to mock the gods in spite of our limitations. In the course of Icarus’ flight, “all look up, in absolute amazement, At those air-borne above. They must be gods!” (Ovid, 188) While there is little hint at the outright criminality of their presumption, Icarus’ fate seems the only possible outcome of overreaching human limits. Icarus’ tragedy is not a punishment, per se, but the direct consequence of his and his father’s conceit in believing they could literally soar above the constraints on human action given by the natural order of things. Technology is here seen as intrinsically dangerous. Even if one only intends to make a modest improvement, it is hard to stay the middle course once one has the power to do more. Since our sons and daughters will inherit our technological power, but not necessarily our moderation and humility, even a sound technology that serves a useful purpose today may be pushed beyond safe limits into the future. Once unleashed, the power will seduce us beyond our abilities, and disaster will result. 

But it is the hallmark of great tragedy that the hero is someone we respect and even admire. It is not out of a petty vice that Daedalus builds his wings, but as an escape from bondage. He seeks to make a better life for himself and his son. Similarly, Icarus is not evil in disobeying his father’s instructions. Having tasted the power and freedom of the gods, who could resist the temptation to fly higher? Icarus almost represents an ideal: it is better to perish in striving to go beyond the limits than to meekly accept those limits. 

While the themes we have examined seem to have their origins in the deepest reaches of the human psyche, thus explaining their being worked into the core mythologies of ancient peoples, the clearest statement of these concerns had to wait until after the full ascendancy of science and technology. The Scientific Revolution predictably generated a forceful reaction in the form of the Romanticism of the 19th Century. It was in this context that Frankenstein could finally be conceived. However, Mary Shelley was not innocent of the themes discussed above. To the contrary, she so fully appreciated the greater context of her work that the full title of her novel reads, Frankenstein, or the Modern Prometheus. So vivid was Shelley’s articulation of our general cultural disquiet about technology, and its deepest sources in the themes discussed thus far, that the very name has become synonymous with the evils of playing God through technology.  

Yet it remains a widely misunderstood work. In popular culture, “Frankenstein” is often thought to refer to the monster that a mad scientist creates in his madness. Of course, “Frankenstein” is the name of the scientist, not the monster, and Victor Frankenstein is not mad. To the contrary, Frankenstein’s motives seem beyond reproach. He seeks to cure disease and save humans from death. Could there be a more noble or worthy pursuit that this? Even after he has come to regret the creation he spawned, he exclaims, “What glory would attend the discovery, if I could banish disease from the human frame, and render man invulnerable to any but a violent death!” (Shelley, 34-5) 

It would be hard to find a dedicated scholar who does not recognize the impulse that drove Frankenstein to his studies. “The world was to me a secret which I desired to divine. Curiosity, earnest research to learn the hidden laws of nature, gladness akin to rapture, as they were unfolded to me, are among the earliest sensations I can remember…It was the secrets of heaven and earth that I desired to learn…my inquiries were directed to the metaphysical, or, in its highest sense, the physical secrets of the world.” (Shelley, 31-2) In these passages, we are confronted with an explicit appeal to the themes of Genesis, Prometheus, and Icarus. There are some things that humans do not know, and it is just these that we most desire to learn. Can there be any doubt but that Frankenstein would bite the apple or fly to the sun! And it is at this stage of the novel that we most sympathize with Frankenstein. We admire his creativity and inquisitiveness, and we share his enthusiasm for knowledge and the power it brings—power even over death. 

But we also have a sense of foreboding. There is something in the tone of all this that just feels a bit naughty. While we scholars and scientists share with Frankenstein the guilty pleasure of trespassing on sacred ground, we know that disaster is just around the corner. “Learn from me, if not by my precepts, at least by my example, how dangerous is the acquirement of knowledge, and how much happier that man is who believes his native town to be the world, than he who aspires to become greater than his nature will allow.” (Shelley, 45, emphasis added) There could hardly be a more explicit acknowledgement that our uneasiness about technology is an uneasiness about transcending the limits proper to us mere mortals. The crime of Frankenstein is the crime of overreaching; he ventures to play God. 

As has already been suggested, the danger of technological hubris stems from our own ineptitude in contrast to the manifest artistic greatness of God or Nature. In the popular mind, the danger expressed in Frankenstein is that a terrible monster will run amok, uncontrolled and eager to destroy its creators. While this kind of danger represents a sincere concern, and has its role in the novel, it is far too coarse and unsubtle to capture the imagination of the Romantic artist. To this frame of mind, giving one’s life in the act of creation would be a most noble and worthy death. Thus, Shelley could not choose to represent Frankenstein’s failure as merely the creation of something dangerous. There is, after all, a sublime beauty and wonder to what is dangerous. Instead, she expresses Frankenstein’s failure in the manner most befitting a Romantic artist: worse than dangerous, the monster was unbearably ugly. The ultimate Romantic disaster! As Frankenstein puts it, “How can I describe my emotion at this catastrophe, or how delineate the wretch whom with such infinite pains and care I had endeavored to form?” Frankenstein turns his back on what he has created, and runs from the room, “Unable to bear the aspect of the being I had created.” (Shelly, 49)

In this manner, Shelley makes it perfectly clear that we are not the artists we sometimes think we are. To the contrary, our own abilities pale in comparison with the wondrous works of Nature, which are often sublime or beautiful, but seldom truly crude or ugly. It is the complete failure of Frankenstein to create something that even roughly approximates the human form in beauty and grace that communicates to us how utterly incompetent and amateurish our attempts at being God have been and will surely continue to be. Mere mortals simply do not have what it takes to be gods, and our incompetence is so complete that we cannot see how far short of our dreams our products will fall, until it is tragically too late. 

In the chapters that follow, we learn just how ill-equipped humans are for fulfilling the role of God. Contrary to popular misconceptions, Frankenstein’s monster is not a mindless, dangerous brute. To the contrary, in a chapter written from the monster’s point of view we discover that he is a sensitive, intelligent, and even admirable character. But as he tries to discern his place in the universe, the monster comes to realize that no matter how godlike humans become, we are not gods. We are not perfect, and our imperfections resulted in the creation of an ugly, solitary monster like himself. The monster’s solitude takes on a transcendent, existential meaning that ultimately calls into question God’s own legitimacy as a Creator. There is a place for humans in the order of the universe, and a place for gods. The monster does not fit neatly into either of these places. “Hateful day when I received life!…Accursed creator! Why did you form a monster so hideous that even you turned from me in disgust?… Satan had his companions, to admire and encourage him; but I am solitary and abhorred.” (Shelley, 110)

This lonely cry against the empty meaninglessness of a life that cannot find its bearings with respect to the order of the universe, that cannot even find true companionship, is echoed in our own angst-ridden ranting against a cold and sterile universe devoid of the manifest warmth of a loving Creator. In the end, it is the monster with whom we identify. Once we have assumed the role of God in our quest for knowledge and power, we are left disjointed and unable to find our bearings again. It is as if God, like Victor Frankenstein, has forsaken His Creation. Like the monster, we find ourselves lost and alone in a world that does not care for us, that is even hostile to our very existence. As I suggested in the discussion of Prometheus, it was in this challenge against Nature that we first encountered our limits, and conceived of the limitlessness of God. In striving to reach that perfection, as a means to our very survival, we have finally destroyed the illusion that everything fits together and that there is a place for us in the universe.

This existentialist theme is carried to its logical conclusion in the film Blade Runner. This story carries the genre one step further, in that the Replicants created by Tyrell Corporation are not pale, ugly copies of human beings. Rather, they are superior to their Creators in nearly every way. They are smarter, stronger, faster, and better looking than humans. However, in order to avoid the potentially dangerous consequences of having Replicants develop real emotional sophistication, they were created with a mere four-year lifespan. When a group of Replicants murder the crew of a spaceship and escape to Earth in order to demand that their Creator endow them with “more life,” they are hunted by a policeman whose job is to find and “retire” (not “execute”) these rogue products of human ingenuity. 

While Blade Runner shares with other science fiction movies like The Matrix or The Terminator a dystopian vision where human technology has escaped from our control and turned against us, it supplements this cautionary tale with a subtle examination of what it means to be human, and what it means to play God. Like Frankenstein’s monster, The Replicants are brutal killers driven to their deeds by an acute existential crisis. “I have seen amazing things,” says Roy Batty, the Replicant leader, as his time runs out. “When I die, all these memories will be lost forever, like tears in the rain.” Like us, the Replicants seek to become godlike. But also like us, they are denied access to the Tree of Life. In a fit of rage and disgust that such an impotent and imperfect being as a human would dare to create life, Batty seeks out and ultimately destroys the human that created him. 

If one asks who plays the role of the villain in Blade Runner, there is little doubt that it is Dr. Tyrell, whose genius created the Replicants in the first place. Even as Batty crushes Tyrell’s skull, the audience identifies with the spurned Creation, at war with a Creator who claims he could do no better than offer a mere four years of life. This leads the thoughtful viewer to wonder about God, who seems only able to provide for a mere century of life at most, and who, like Tyrell, denies us the fruit from the Tree of Life. 
A Paradox in the Great Chain of Being

The literary testimony clearly speaks to a profound ambivalence about technology. We admire the virtues of creativity and inquisitiveness, while deploring the vicious hubris that presumes we have the wisdom to play God. In recognition of our own limits, we come to understand the nature of the divine, the perfect, the unlimited. But in turn we realize that knowledge and power are only a small part of the godlike perfection to which we aspire, and we come to feel a deep horror at the prospect of trespassing on the sacred. Ultimately, we realize that we have no business playing God, because we are simply not wise enough or good enough to be trusted with such power. After all, there is no way to appreciate the full consequences of our actions when, as Bill Joy points out, “The systems involved are complex, involving interaction among and feedback between many parts. Any changes to such a system will cascade in ways that are difficult to predict; this is especially true when human actions are involved.” (Joy, 2000) We are not that smart. No one is that smart. As Frankenstein and Blade Runner suggest, perhaps even God himself is not wise or just enough to play God.

But even as we acknowledge the risks associated with the pursuit of technology, we are not dissuaded from that pursuit. Technological hubris is not an accidental feature of the human condition. Rather, it is an expression of an ethical need to transcend limits, to improve ourselves, to correct our own failings. If we choose to embrace our ability to know and understand, then it is ethically inevitable that we shall act on the knowledge that results. And it is in our nature to embrace our ability to know and understand. This is, after all, our place in the order of the universe. There is no longer a question of respecting the order of universe, because the very act of coming to know has upset the order of universe. 

The idea that our nature as would-be knowers contains within it the upsetting of the order of the universe can be neatly expressed by appeal to the Great Chain of Being. Even if hardly anyone is still committed to the medieval metaphysics according to which everything can be neatly ranked in order of its “greatness,” this idea played such an important role in the Western worldview for so long that it can still be usefully analyzed as a cultural artifact. 

The Great Chain of Being can be conceived as a vertical hierarchy of all things in the order of reality. Put loosely, a thing is considered “greater” insofar as it manifests more properties (i.e., “perfections”) than the things below it. So, at the bottom of the Great Chain we have the barest matter—mere “stuff” without form or shape. It is so lacking in Reality that it is not even a “this,” but a mere heap. Above bare matter are ordinary artifacts like a coffee cup. A coffee cup has a perfection beyond bare matter in that, in addition to mere existence, it has a specific shape or form that corresponds to its essence and makes it what it is. It is not a mere heap, but is a “this.” If anyone should doubt that a coffee cup is more real than bare matter, one should reflect that by destroying the form of the cup we are left with bare matter. Instead of a vessel for consumable liquids, we are again left with a mere heap. Plants and animals, respectively, are higher in the order of Being, as they manifest both form and matter and contain some principle for their own organization. Plants grow, and the form of a full-grown oak tree is somehow already contained in a mere acorn, making it more real than a coffee cup which contains no principle to guide its change over time, let alone a full-blown plan to become something else. Similarly, animals are even more real, since in addition to all the perfections of plants (they also grow), animals have the ability to move under their own power.

Above the animals, and at the top of the hierarchy of things in the Natural World, are human beings, while God sits atop the hierarchy as the being with all perfections. The perfection specific to humans, that distinguishes them from the animals, is our capacity for reason and knowledge. This is where we are in for trouble, and our uneasiness about technology clashes with our pursuit of excellence. In order to live a life suited to a human being, we must behave appropriately with respect to our place in the universe. That is, it would be wrong to live as a mere animal. Since it is precisely our ability to know and understand that locates us in the natural order of things, we cannot deny ourselves knowledge and understanding without behaving contrary to our own excellence. But insofar as we embrace our ability to know and understand, we will need to act on that knowledge. Indeed, it would be unethical to recognize a means of improvement and not act on it, since we would be ignoring precisely the perfection of knowledge that is our unique excellence. We are not perfect, even while our peculiar nature gives us the means to achieving greater perfection. This generates a paradox in the Great Chain of Being: beings that know their place in the universe cannot consistently will to respect and keep their place in the universe. It is this paradox that finds expression in the works discussed above. 

But the picture becomes even more troubled when humans start creating beings whose Reality is comparable to or even greater than themselves. In Frankenstein and Blade Runner, we have the picture of a being of lesser Reality (humans) creating something greater than themselves. Where should Replicants be placed in the Great Chain of Being? They are manifestly more perfect than humans, but they were created by humans. As in the case of the acorn’s greatness coming from its ability to generate an oak tree, the ability to create a Replicant implies an equal or greater Reality in humans. This is not only a paradox, but an intolerable contradiction. The realization that humans might create something beyond themselves goes beyond the ancient worries that we might usurp God’s role in the order of the universe. It completely undermines the very notion that there could be such a thing as an order of the universe. The existentialist turn in these later works, with its solitary wanderings in search of meaning, and its questioning of God’s place in the universe, follows ineluctably from this realization. In these works, man assumes the role of God, while becoming less than God and even less than he was. He has lost any assurance of what he is, who he is, or where he stands.

As distressing as this outcome may be, it is nonetheless inevitable. As implied in Genesis, we cannot resist the temptation to improve ourselves through knowledge. The Prometheus story makes it clear that self-improvement through technological means is a condition of our very survival, even if it can only be achieved by trespassing on the divine. In Frankenstein, the desires to conquer death and to learn the secrets of the universe make the scientist a hero in spite of the ugly consequences of his work. In each case, the risks of technology are overshadowed by the potential benefits, whether those benefits come in the form of wisdom, survival, or simply the experience of soaring with eagles. The risks associated with the pursuit of technology cannot be avoided, because avoiding them would involve turning our backs on the ethical necessity of becoming more perfect.

Technological Determinism and the Risks of Technology

Saying that the risks associated with the pursuit of technology cannot be avoided amounts to a defense of “technological determinism.” By technological determinism, I mean the often derided view of many futurists and proponents of technological change that no one can stop the progress of technology, that technological revolutions will inevitably sweep over us and transform us. This view is neatly expressed by Intel’s Andy Grove: “Whatever can be done will be done…Technological change and its effects are inevitable. Stopping them is not an option.” (Wired, 1998) On this view, the technological revolution and its associated transformations of society and culture cannot be resisted. These changes must be simply accepted, as if they were the result of some force of Nature. 

Technological determinism has been widely rejected by those interested in the social and cultural impacts of computing and technology, and for good reason. If there really is nothing we can do about the oncoming revolution, then it may seem pointless to critically examine its impacts, for they cannot be helped. But if the future of technology can be changed, massaged, or even stopped by a critical analysis of its impacts, then it makes sense to engage in that analysis. Moreover, it is undeniable that if we all choose not to pursue these technologies, they would not come to pass. In that sense, it is simply not true that our knowledge of how to manipulate the World creates for us a destiny. It is possible to stop the tide of change by simply saying, “No.”

But this response to technological determinism fails to take into account another sense in which the technological revolution can be a force of Nature. If it is an unavoidable part of our psyche that we will continue to feel a need to go beyond our present circumstances, to improve ourselves by whatever means available, then it is part of our nature as humans that we will not give up on knowledge and especially technology. At least, this is what humans have plainly believed for a long time, as the Promethean genre surely attests. The literary testimoy is clear on this point: even a direct order from God cannot succeed in getting people to say “No” to knowledge and technology. It seems then that the tension between recognizing our own limits and attempting to transcend them is a permanent part of the human condition. While it is not logically impossible to turn our backs on this part of our nature, it is nonetheless ethically impossible to recognize a means to improvement and not pursue it. Death and ignorance and illness and poverty are evils that it is hoped we can alleviate through technological means. Are these benefits worth the risks? 

It is hubris again to suppose we know the answer to this question, and this is why it is ultimately wrong to pursue the moratorium on technology advocated by Bill Joy. Instead of eschewing technology as a means to greater human perfection, we are better off intelligently managing the dangers. Since the worst consequences of human arrogance result when one person or group of persons is able to impose a vision of perfection on the rest of us, our best defense against these consequences is to embrace free, open, and decentralized systems for developing technologies. By empowering individuals, not states, and certainly not technocratic “experts,” we not only avoid the pitfalls of permitting one error to harm us all, but we also ensure that fewer errors will be made, since such a decentralized system of free choices will permit the greatest possible harnessing of local knowledge. While it is certainly arrogant for any particular individual to suppose that she has the knowledge to determine the best outcomes for the whole human species or even some significant part of it, the wisdom of the whole system of free individual choices may be our best insurance against becoming an exclamation point at the end of a grand Promethean tragedy. 
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