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Considering Technology and its Risk

Yuichi KATO

Chapter 1. The Characteristics of Human Beings

Human beings are very different from other animals in some points. The human brain has a highly
developed cerebral cortex and 29% of it is prefrontal cortex. The prefrontal cortex of the cat is 3.5% of its
cerebral cortex and that of the dog is 7%. Even that of the chimpanzee is only 17%. Human beings have a
very big prefrontal cortex compared with other animals. What are the main functions of the prefrontal cortex?
They allow humans to think, use imagination, and create and control emotion and impulse. We can say that
these functions of human beings are highly developed.

Human beings have also a highly developed time-consciousness. They can be conscious of a very long
time span, 100 years, 1,000 years, 100,000 years, and an endless future and past. According to a study of
anthropoid apes, they can be conscious only of yesterday and tomorrow. The time span which they
understand is very short compared with that of human beings. Our highly developed time-consciousness is
one of our characteristics.

Another characteristic of ours is the ability to use and make tools. Other animals also use and make tools
in the wide sense. The ant and the bee make very complicated nests. But their actions are only instinctive.
Human beings make very complicated tools by using their mental abilities such as thinking, imagination,
developed time-consciousness, projection and creation. Their actions of using and making tools are not
instinctive but very much mental. These actions have supported their existence and prosperity on the earth.

The technique of using and making tools is essential for human beings.

Chapter 2. Technique, Technology and Human History

The development of technique and technology has greatly affected human history. About 12,000 years ago
human beings began agriculture and the world population began to grow. At that time the world population
was 5,000,000. About 3,000 B.C. in the age of Ancient civilization, the world population reached 10,000,000.
During these 7,000 years it doubled in size. The growth of food production by means of agriculture made it
possible. Since then the world population has more or less grown by means of technological innovation in
various fields. For example agricultural reform and an industrial revolution in the 18th century in Europe,
and the progress of medical technology in the 18th and 19th centuries were very important.

What made it possible for Spain to hold supremacy over the New World in the 16th century was
development of the compass, navigation, shipbuilding technology and guns. In the 20th century the two
world wars produced very destructive weapons and killed a tremendous number of people. It is no

exaggeration to say that technique and technology have greatly affected human history.

Chapter 3. Extremely Enlarged and Strengthened Technology

Since the 20th century technology has spread its influence and strengthened its power at an ever
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accelerating pace. Modern technology is even an awful threat to human beings in some situations. It can
cause the slow destruction of the global environment, human society and human nature itself, to say nothing
of sudden destruction by nuclear weapons.

According to the famous study by D. H. Meadows, D. L. Meadows and J. Randers, authors of “The Limits
to Growth” and “Beyond the Limits”, the global environment cannot hold up under the overtaxing caused by
rapid economic and population growth. Needless to say, it is modern technology that made the growth
possible.

Modern Technology, like a monster, is threatening our society and the nature of human life itself. The
progress of genetic analysis and genetic engineering causes some serious problems, for example, with the
protection of individual genetic information and the creation of designer babies. The progress of artificial
intelligence will deprive us of our jobs. A highly developed Al might one day dominate human beings, as
portrayed in the film “Matrix.”

Technology could become beyond our control and drive us to disaster.

Chapter 4. Ethics of Technology

Technique and technology have been essential for the existence and prosperity of human beings, but they
now threaten our existence. We must stop the runaway progress of modern technology. To do this, we
definitely need a new kind of ethics when considering technology. Its principle could be the imaginative
heuristics of fear, as proposed by Hans Jonas. As he says, we must give priority to an “unlucky prophecy”
rather than a “lucky prophecy.” That principle leads to another principle. It is called the precautionary
principle and states that a highly suspicious action must be punished. Even if the risk involved in using a
technology is not scientifically proved, the use can be prohibited if the circumstantial evidence of the risk is

strong. To adhere to that principle is the only way to avoid the risks of runaway modern technology.
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