NEWS

a Big Brother society that some might
find incredible. But others note that in
George Orwell’s vision, technology lay
at the heart of the mind-control culture,

PERVASIVE computing

and they worry that an unexamined tech-
nological evolution could lead us in that
direction.

“We are building the infrastructure for

totalitarian control,” says Deborah John-
son. A professor of applied ethics at the
University of Virginia, Johnson works
specifically in the technology, culture, and
communication arena. She suggests that
the public has so far been willing to accept
new pervasive devices or applications
without question because of a too-enthu-
siastic faith in the present commercial and
political systems. “Right now, people are
not afraid of it because it is not being built
by the government. It’s being built by the
market and by commercial interests,” she
says. Those commercial interests tout the
technology for particular uses, “but once
it is all set up in place, it will only take a
slight shift in political ideology for it to be
used in other ways.”

And more concerns exist than just the
totalitarian threat. On a deeper level,
Johnson worries about the fundamen-
tal transformation that pervasive com-
puting could bring to human existence.

On the one hand, we are “making a
world in which it is easier and easier for
people to do things,” she says. But can
things get too easy? Could we phase out
the need for our own bodies, building “a
world in which I'sit in my chair and make
very small movements and literally every-
thing would come to me?” she asks.

Take it one step further. What if we
could embed a device to extend per-
ception beyond the ultraviolet or embed
elasticity “so we can jump higher, be
more like kangaroos or something,”
says Herman Tavani, a philosophy pro-
fessor with expertise in computer ethics
at Rivier College in New Hampshire.
“It’s inevitable with the way things are
going that those types of possibilities
will be there, and this convergence of
biotechnology and nanocomputing ulti-
mately will threaten the whole sense of
what it means to be human.”

Society might be heading that way
faster than we suppose. Bynum points
to recent efforts in which computers
have been used successfully to “read”
a paralyzed man’s thoughts —in effect,
to convey messages based solely on his
mental activities. “That sounds ter-
rific,” Bynum says, “but it also means

http://computer.org/pervasive
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