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Technology and the role of technological developments are clearly on the forefront of 

most people’s attention these days. They are indeed prominent players in the process of 

globalisation. From a technical, socio-economic and a philosophic-ethical perspective this 

attention has increased more than exponentially during the last decade. Aspects of 

pollution, the disproportion at north-south relations and the social consequences of the 

rationalisation of production in industrialised countries — that are going through a 

critical phase of post-industrial reorganisation — are imminent factors in the debate on 

globalisation. Technology cannot remain absent in this discussion. For some it is the 

source of all evil, to others technology is tomorrow’s answer to actual problems.  

The relationship between technology and globalisation is a clear example of 

positive feedback. Technological innovation drives globalisation and knowledge 

distribution, which in turn drives technological development and innovation. It is 

generally known in system dynamics that positive feedback is a highly powerful 

phenomenon, leading to accelerated evolutions or even revolutions. And though such 

sweeping phenomena often give rise to unstable situations, it is a powerful reactor for 

socio-economic changes. 

To handle these changes we should not only be aware of their existence, we also 

need to believe in our ability to deal with changes having a possibly negative effect on our 

world. The human and spiritual aspect has to be the main starting point to avoid the 

errors of both the unilateral approach of environmental activists and the mere exploitation 

of technology by capitalists. In this contribution, some socio-economic, cultural and 

ethical aspects of the controversy with respect to the sweeping changes caused by 

technological globalisation will be dealt with. 

 

 



On the actual Technology Debate 

 

Participants in the technology debate can be divided into three main categories. The homo 

technicus [DE MEESTER & SOUDAN, 1993] traditionally belongs to the group of technology-

optimists. To him technical development is unstoppable, it has a freeing effect and leads to 

socio-economic progress. Secondary problems like pollution, the inappropriate use of 

technology, the origin of power clusters, the negative effects on employment, are 

unfortunate but inherent to the development. They can be reduced to acceptable risks that 

can be partially controlled. Anyway, technological development is a blessing for the 

individual, as well as for society. This point of view is typical of the traditional 

conservative enlightenment in which an optimistic view of and faith in the future 

emancipated the human spirit.  

The technology-pessimists can be situated at the other end of the spectrum. They 

judge technology by those aspects that are threatening to the authenticity and dignity of 

the human being. They often use the following arguments: mass production leads to 

impoverished uniformity, mass- or monoculture, the narrowing down of or a shift in 

choices; quantitative criteria become more important than the qualitative ones; 

information technology leads to utter dependence on technocrats, to alienation of labour 

and nature, a polarisation of society, and to recentralisation of power. Knowledge 

becomes ability. Technology is a curse for the individual in a technocrat society.  

Between optimists and pessimists, the technology realists by means of a broad-

based debate try to conciliate the two extremes, which often lack a realistic perspective on 

the long-term evolution. They regard the balancing of costs and profits of technology as a 

constructive effect on society. 

  Not all technologies are equal or equivalent; technology can be adjusted. 

Technology is neither a blessing, nor a curse for society or segments of it. Technology can 

contribute to human dignity, or can be abused. Technology-ethics are growing: ethics 

have to become a part of the process of developing and spreading technology. Technology 

itself is free of values, and therefore, as a human instrument, it has to serve human dignity 

at all times. It is crucial that all participants are involved in this aspect of development 

through an integrated social process, including everyone’s proper commitment. 



 

 

On the ethical Perspective: positioning the Culture Pessimist in the Technology Debate 

 

Optimists, pessimists and realists may be opponents as far as their vision on reality is 

concerned. In general, though, they share the same opinion. Of course, the optimist is 

enough of a realist to see the danger of an overaccentuation of technology, the pessimist 

will undoubtedly recognise the contribution of technology to welfare. They only differ in 

the aspects they focus on. Optimists give technology the benefit of the doubt because of 

the lack of sufficient information to come to a decision or to make a policy. The pessimist 

is rather reserved and fills up the unknown with a reserve factor. The realist or the 

technology-constructivist pretends to hold enough information to calculate the exact cost-

benefits ratio to make a decision, this making him the genuine technocrat. 

Opposed to the participants in the technology debate, there’s another sceptic: the 

culture pessimist. In spite of their differences in opinion on the realisation, the first agree 

on the fact that as much welfare as possible has to be created for as many people as 

possible, and as soon as possible. The culture pessimist doubts the longing for welfare in 

se. He only is interested in the technology debate insofar as it is embedded in a more 

general critical reflection on culture. 

Nowadays this reflection is popularised into the political debate on globalisation. 

Here as well, it becomes clear that the criticism on globalisation is mainly a question of 

methods, rather than goals. This can be clearly deduced from notions like unconventional-

globalists; notions that risk becoming bon ton, if not better defined. Even the 

unconventional-globalists promote globalisation, but they want to make corrections to 

this evolution, or adjust it or moderate it. Their goal is the same, though: material welfare 

for all people. 

The culture pessimist is not opposed to welfare for all either, but he makes critical 

remarks on the consequences of mere material comfort. The Spanish philosopher Jose 

Ortega y Gasset already made a sharp analysis of this main problem of modern 

civilisation in his famous 1929 The Revolt of the Masses. Just like Ortega, the actual culture 

pessimist doesn’t object to technological progress, but has serious doubts in terms of the 



demoralising and despiritualising effects of the abuse of technology and the global 

propagation of it. The culture pessimist isn’t opposed to globalisation either. Globalisation 

is the inevitable consequence of technological development. It is useless to fight the 

inevitable. But it is meaningful, it’s even a moral duty, to fight what is actually being 

globally spread by the economic reality and to fight today’s dehumanising concept of 

man. Technology is a means and must never become a goal or impose its own reality or 

the financial-economic one, on spiritual or ethical rationality that conceives the human as 

a goal. That way, we could even call the culture pessimist a technology optimist, where 

technology is under control, embedded in the tradition it springs from. Technology at the 

service of the spiritual welfare of all people. 

We think of the culture pessimist’s attitude as the most successful and healthy way 

to handle the problems of today. If he accepts that globalisation is inevitable and believes 

in the possibility to counter the abuse of technology, we trust he will become realist as 

well. Though, the culture pessimist’s approach is profoundly different from that of the 

realists. Realists tend to adjust their objectives to the available economic resources. The 

culture pessimist remains an idealist at all time. However, he is enough of a realist in 

order to be successful in the political and economic reality, while actually striving for 

spiritual objectives. 

 

  

On the ‘fin-de-siècle’ Unease with Technology 

 

Nowadays the homo technicus is confronted with an ambivalent attitude towards 

technological developments. As mentioned above, there’s euphoria on the one hand, but 

aversion on the other. Not only in the mind of society, but in the mind of many 

individuals as well. People consume the benefits of technology with an unseen greed, but 

the ‘costs’ are rejected even more fanatically. The benefits are considered to be an 

individual privilege, which knows neither formalisation nor limits. The ‘costs’ are 

regarded as common, someone else’s duties. The vision on the societal value of 

technology has evolved from apathy over euphoria to an ambivalent attitude, and in 

extremes, towards rejection of technology. This current ambivalent attitude is 



characterised by an ever-growing belief as far as individual benefits are concerned. But at 

the very same time, people are very aware of a limitation of these individual benefits. This 

wariness has its origin in the following three aspects that define the actual concepts of 

technology [DE MEESTER, 1991]. 

The first aspect is what we could call the divergence of the human and the technical 

culture or the growing gap between the alpha- and beta culture. This divergence 

manifests itself in education. In higher education, society-critical courses receive a very 

small part in the curriculum of beta-disciplines. And in alpha-sciences, mathematically 

supported logics get a very sceptical approach and there’s a lack of technological vision. 

The ideal of a homo universalis is more absent than ever in education; the lack of it leads to 

an impoverished individual and society. 

Secondly, as technological development grows exponentially, it leads to a lack of 

assimilation of knowledge. Our grandparents could take the time to assimilate knowledge 

and integrate it into experience and wisdom. But the rhythm of modern consumption 

keeps driving us in the era of discontinuity, fragmented reasoning and instantaneous 

antiquity — the condition postmoderne. What was conceived the day before yesterday, was 

passé yesterday, and — at best — may linger today as a vague idea while we concentrate 

on a billion other things. Tomorrow is far away and unknown. The speed of evolution 

takes our breath away and affects the human need for certainty. Is it amazing that some 

have to let go? The lack of the opportunity — time — to master and integrate knowledge, 

ability and behaviour gives individuals an awkward feeling of dependence.  

Finally there’s the complexity of technology and its side effects. Science and 

technology are becoming more complex and therefore harder to understand. There’s a 

gap between technological evolution and the understanding of it by society. So the 

inherent side effects can hardly be judged appropriately either. A veil of mystery has 

arisen. In order for technology to be accepted by society, there’s a demand for a 

simultaneous, clarifying explanation of procedural principles and evolutions towards a 

large audience: demystification of technology. This demand contrasts strongly with the 

irritating, high priestly arrogance with which scientists and technologists look down their 

noses on the vulgarisation of science. The interested layman, and society in general, is 

often confronted with a discouraging barrier. In combination with the idea that mastering 



technology is more than most can handle, this causes an attitude of disgust, disbelief, 

rejection and most of all fear.  

 

 

First aspect: on the Knowledge Society and Education 

 

In today’s information society, knowledge has become crucial in what we make, do, buy, 

and sell. Many authors consider knowledge as one of the most important factors for the 

success and future of organisations, and organisations all over the world are working on 

knowledge management. It is defined by Justin Hibbard as “the process of capturing a 

company’s collective expertise wherever it resides — in databases, on paper, or in 

people’s heads — and distributing it to wherever it can help produce the biggest payoff.” 

Globalisation and technological evolution are considered to be amongst the crucial 

drivers of knowledge management. As globalisation turns the world into a smaller place, 

Mathieu Weggeman concludes [WEGGEMAN, 2000] that it enlarges the playing field of 

organisations. Companies are collaborating to deliver products and services all over the 

world. And people are requested to cooperate over large distances using information and 

communication technologies. This type of collaboration requires robust knowledge 

management. The rapid pace of technological innovation is also an important factor 

according to Weggeman, and combined with the globalisation, it increases the complexity 

of the interactions inside and between organisations. As everyone is in contact with 

everyone, Rebecca Barclay and Philip Murray state [BARCLAY & MURRAY, 1997] that it 

leads to an information overload, making the communication of ideas and experiences 

absolutely crucial. Knowledge management has therefore become a key focus area for 

most corporations, and a subject of extensive academic research. Heather Creech and 

Terry Willard have made an intensive study [CREECH & WILLARD, 2001] on setting up, 

managing, and evaluating formal knowledge networks, and expect the development of 

these networks to drive the development of the entire global Internet economy. 

Nevertheless we can put forward some critical remarks with regard to these ideas. 

One seems to presume that smoother information means of a larger scale would 

immediately lead to more and better communication. The first assumption is not to be 



doubted. But whether more communication is simply sufficient as a criterion to enhance 

the interaction and perfection of ideas is less certain. Quantity is very different from 

quality. Isn’t it rather a question of what is being communicated instead of the 

communication itself? The enormous inflation of useless information on the Internet may 

serve to illustrate this. There are, however, more essential objections. 

The globalisation and the rapidly increasing technological complexity have 

changed the basic concepts of knowledge, it is put forward. It is not sufficient anymore to 

have a lot of knowledge, but considering the exponential increase in knowledge, people 

need to know where to find or look for the appropriate information. Moreover, the 

retrieval of relevant information material is not limited to corporate databases or 

knowledge management systems, but encompasses the entire Internet. And knowing how 

to use the vast resources of the Internet requires experience with contemporary 

technology. This skill, however, will only be successful if it will not turn into another form 

of mere knowledge, or become a sort of technology, which can be learned and applied. If 

it were true what they are saying, we would have no problems with those authors who 

state that a revolution has taken place in the way we are dealing with information. But we 

cannot neglect the fact that knowledge will stay, essentially, always the same. 

The same goes for the principles that enable intelligent people to use old as well as 

new information in a creative way. We have to discern between knowledge and insight, 

the first being useless without the second. We will always need the profoundly synthetic 

view that knows how to make its way through the amorphous mass of plain facts. If 

indeed an evolution is taking place, we fear that it is going downwards, as long as 

stimulating these creative principles by means of education and humanistic study are 

being neglected. Knowledge as such is useless indeed if it is not being assimilated by 

intelligent processes into human understanding. It cannot function independently from its 

creator and acquisitor. Actually, mere facts will remain superficial information, and never 

become knowledge in depth, as long as they are not synthesised. It even seems as if in 

today’s Knowledge Society paradoxically one is not willing anymore to synthesise the 

large collection of analysed facts. The spreading is left to itself, and the main and basic 

way of spreading knowledge, the old concept of ex cathedra education, seems to have been 

abandoned. In this sense we rather have to speak of today’s Knowledge Anarchy. This 



divergence between humanistic comprehension and positivistic calculation is a result of 

the commercialisation of knowledge and technology into isolated saleable packages. 

Rather than being treated as a whole, a way of thinking which by definition cannot be cut 

up or analysed, knowledge has become a product, subject to the laws of supply and 

demand. The effect is that, in turn, technological research is only being financed and made 

possible in function of the commercial applications, which all too often turned into abuse. 

Loosened from their humanistic background and an educational environment, this is the 

reason beta sciences earned a reputation of unscrupulous technocratic instruments in 

pursuit of gain and divergated from the alpha sciences. 

The only solution to counter the fatal evolution lies in a revalidation of the 

traditional concepts of education, instead of acclaiming the causes of the decline. Perhaps 

in this way we may be able to better understanding of technology by the individual 

consumer, who no longer will be a layman, who will understand the risks, and become 

more responsible in using it. The homo technicus, on the other hand, may understand his 

science and profession not to be autonomous, but embedded in a cultural society to which 

it is obliged and subjected. 

 

 

Second aspect: on Knowledge-Assimilation and Organisational Structure 

 

Several authors stated that informal networks are considered to represent casual and ad-

hoc interactions, and are therefore without structure and the knowledge they create often 

does not get disseminated. Consulting knowledgeable people on the other hand is not 

limited to colleagues or bosses, but to the entire online population. As Peter Cukor and 

Lee McKnight acknowledge [CUKOR & MCKNIGHT, 2000], the reservations about informal 

knowledge networks have been positively addressed by the Internet. The importance of 

knowledge and informal knowledge management are creating a new generation of highly 

valued knowledge workers, passionately described by Tom Peters in his manifesto Brand 

You50 [PETERS, 2000]. Based on modern communication technology and their highly 

valued contributions to the organisation, such knowledge workers are able to do their 

work in the time and location of their choice. One famous example is Bill Joy, Vice-



President of one of the most known Silicon Valley high-tech companies, who spends his 

daily working life in the beautiful village of Aspen, Colorado. Several authors state that 

geographical dispersion, a form of globalisation, and quality of life, will become basic 

elements for the future knowledge workers. 

Modern information and communication technology allows new work forms such 

as telecommuting and virtual teams, possibly on a global or worldwide scale. The 

possibility to create a virtual office based on ICT has led to the statement “Work is 

something you do, not a place to go!” But as stated by a number of authors like Charles 

Handy [HANDY, 1995], telecommuting and virtual teams are not just about technology. 

Actually, it is to a great extent about psychology and organisational structures. Handy 

states that “We will have to learn how to run organisations without meetings”, and 

identifies trust as the key concept. If we want to enjoy the efficiencies and other 

advantages of virtual organisations, Handy continues, we will have to replace the current 

culture based on control by a culture based on trust and the sharing of knowledge. Trust 

is also identified by Tanko Ishaya and Linda Macaulay [ISHAYA & MACAULAY, 1999] as the 

crucial component to make partnerships, alliances, and networks of small enterprises 

successful. The concept of virtual organisations and trust is extensively elaborated by 

several authors like Tom Peters in The Pursuit of WOW [PETERS, 1994] and the authors of The 

Cluetrain Manifesto [SEARLS, LOCKE, LEVINE & WEINBERGER, 1998]. They state that trusting 

employees implies that companies give their employees easy access to all available 

information, and that employees are allowed to manage their own time schedule. If an 

employee can complete successfully all his tasks while staying in bed till noon, he should 

be allowed to do so. And if project teams are composed of loyal and competent people, we 

should trust them to deliver results as soon as possible without imposing deadlines. This 

would put management into the hands of a large amount of individuals, creating a culture 

of self-organisation and self-determination. Only such organisations, Peters believes, can 

avoid that their employees become alienated, demotivated, and often cynical. 

In their book The Cluetrain Manifesto: The End of Business as Usual, Doc Searls, 

Christopher Locke, Rick Levine, and David Weinberger present a devastating view on 

traditional hierarchical organisations in the current technological and globalising 

environment. They state that the bureaucratic and rigid hierarchical structure based on 



management by control and a top-down approach is still the dominant organisational 

model. However, they consider this model to be an ivory tower and use the term Fort 

Business as a metaphor. The basic unit of the hierarchical pyramidal model is the 

individual, and the peers are competitors. Locke and Weinberger state that this command 

and control management is bound to disappear as the character of the Internet and the 

web is already infecting organisations. And the nature of the web is completely different. 

The web is hyperlinked, as millions of documents are connected through links, 

decentralised and fragmented, as it is huge and without central control, freely accessible, 

as there are no time and access restrictions, and contains no barriers, neither between 

people nor between organisations. And if Locke and Weinberger are right, organisations 

should therefore evolve to non-hierarchical hyperlinked structures, should tear down the 

corporate firewalls or barriers, and should enable open conversations between 

intranetworked workers and internetworked markets. The same vision is presented by the 

authors of the Intranet Bible [BREMNER, IASI & SERVATI], where they describe the evolution 

of organisations to a customer-driven open structure. 

In the above statements, too, prominent authors on the issue project trendy values 

in the socio-economic reality they describe, driven, so it seems, by some ideological 

program — probably the word ‘manifesto’ has not been chosen without a clear purpose. 

Let’s recall for example notions like ‘self-determination’ (liberty), ‘self-organisation’ 

(equality), and ‘people, not alienated from each other’ (fraternity). The new economy is 

heading for nice sounding prospects. Instead, we often are confronted with a very 

different reality. If employees are allowed to stay in bed until noon, as long as they finish 

their jobs, the result will be that those employees will finish only their jobs indeed. Where 

is the creativity in this story? Employees are no machines that execute a pre-programmed 

task, but are undertaking human beings who might like to put their energy and happiness 

in the work they do, not just in return for the biggest pay-off. Ignoring people’s idealism 

treating them as greedy machines, or mere passive consumerists, will in fact finally 

demotivate them and make them cynical.  

Non-hierarchical, organic structure is one of today’s main mottos, but we wonder 

which employer likes to engage and trust a lazy man or pay an employee who just works 

for himself, by his own stubborn methods, and doesn’t like to account for himself 



anymore? One engages people because of their competencies and sense of initiative. 

Because of their loyalty indeed as well, but the only standards to measure these qualities 

are very much opposed to what has been proposed: commitment and self-discipline. 

Flexibility and trust do not exist by giving an employee the freedom to waste his time, but 

on the contrary by stimulating him and by giving the opportunities to develop positive 

and constructive initiatives. To some extent we will always need employers, directors in 

chief, who run the business they founded, train their people, and immerse them in the 

philosophy of the company. We are much obliged to these undertaking men, driven by 

idealism that goes far beyond mere profit. But they cannot work without — however 

different in nature — a certain degree of centralisation and hierarchy. We need them 

because we will always need companies that work on a larger scale than the individual 

one. And even if we don’t like them and think we do not need them, they will remain 

indispensable: no entrepreneur will ever want to put his energy into a business that by its 

very structures implies that he, himself, is not needed or wanted. 

However, on today’s global scale it is not possible any more that one person 

manages the information that is needed even in the restrained field of one research 

domain or production market. But if we want to handle the exponential growth of 

knowledge as a society, we will have to be aware of the anarchy, which is inevitable if too 

enthusiastically old structures are being overrushed. 

 

 

Third aspect: Democratisation of Technology. An ICT case study 

 

The most widely known example of a worldwide virtual team is Open Source Software 

movement. In this movement, software programmers all over the world collaborate on a 

free and voluntary basis to develop software programs like the Linux operating system. 

The sheer size of the movement and the very high quality of the resulting software have 

inspired many people to analyse the movement and to see it as a germ of a new 

economical and political system. 

In his groundbreaking essay on open source development The Cathedral and the 

Bazaar [RAYMOND, 1998], Eric Raymond analyses the critical success factors for open 



source development. Besides some technical conclusions on software development, he 

states that “The ‘utility function’ Linux hackers are maximising is not classically economic, 

but is the intangible product of their own ego satisfaction and reputation among other 

hackers.” In this sentence, Raymond undermines the foundations of classical economic 

theory and suggests that open source development occurs outside of the market. In 

Homesteading the Noosphere, Raymond goes much further and states [RAYMOND, 1998]: 

“Ultimately, the industrial-capitalist mode of software production was doomed to be out 

competed from the moment capitalism began to create enough of a wealth surplus for 

many programmers to live in a post-scarcity gift culture.” A number of authors like 

Robert Inglehart and Steven Levy have followed this post-materialist view, believing that 

once individuals acquire a certain ‘wealth surplus’, they behave in ways economic theory 

simply cannot explain. Computer hackers are seen in the technological community as a 

new cultural vanguard rejecting the material trappings of modern life, a view recently 

defended by Pekka Himanen [HIMANEN, 2001]. These concepts are also elaborated and 

linked to Marxism in the online forum http://www.oekun.org. Founder Stefan Merten 

states that free software is outside of capitalism for two reasons. First, the focal point of 

production is shifting from the material side to the immaterial or information side, 

removing the capitalistic concept of scarcity. Secondly, the organisation of the production 

of free software is not based on the principle of maximising profit, but on the self-

unfolding of the single individual. At the same time however, free software is inside 

capitalism as it would simply not exist without a flourishing capitalism. Merten states in 

[RICHARDSON, 2001] that this duality is typical of a germ form of a new society. 

But criticism is emerging for this idealised image of technology and hacker 

communities. An elaborate sceptical treatment is performed by David Lancashire 

[LANCASHIRE, 1999], finding that altruism is fading in free software development. 

Lancashire puts forward two major arguments to state that open source development 

does follow conventional economic models. First, he provides extensive data material to 

prove that there is a shift of free software development towards Europe, which he believes 

is based on the fact that the number of highly paid programmer jobs is far less in Europe 

than in the United States. For European programmers, open source development is a way 

to visibility, and therefore to new positions with high salaries or access to venture capital. 



His figures however are not really convincing inside Europe, where the development is to 

a large extent hosted in those countries that have the largest IT budgets. We feel that while 

part of the programmers may be attracted by indirect material benefits, the basic theories 

about hacker ethics still hold for a significant part of them. And a possible explanation for 

the relative weakness of the United States in the development community may be found 

in an observation made by Eric Raymond. He states that only the best programmers tend 

to contribute in open source projects, and it is not that obvious that the United States as a 

country has the largest number of skilled and talented programmers per capita. In his 

second argument, Lancashire states that free software may be something for which 

developed countries have already paid: through early funding for academic research and 

development, and support for public research and long-term development at times when 

the market for certain types of software was immature. Though valid to some extent, we 

also have some doubts concerning this argument. University staff members have teaching 

and research responsibilities that do not include free software development. However, 

they may enjoy more freedom to participate in such projects outside their daily tasks. This 

leads us back to the concept of idealism and seems to be supported by the fact that a lot of 

the open source development at universities is done by students, who are not subsidised 

by the academic institutions. 

 

 

On the Globalisation Discussion: Europe’s Inheritance and Vocation 

 

We can’t ignore the fact that authors that set the tone in the debate on globalisation and 

modern technology and who are pleading for unhierarchical network structures, are 

mainly from Anglo-Saxon origin. Probably their theories can be put into practice in a local 

setting, but they are in essence completely alien to the European humanist tradition. 

It has become common ground to single out the United States administrations as 

the main promoters of globalisation that has no scruples. In this respect there is often 

referred to their unmoveable attitude regarding the Kyoto protocol, the unilateral 

withdrawal from the 1972 Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty and the sometimes irritating role 

they play as ‘global police force’ in the way they treat ‘rogue states’. It is probably wrong 



to minimise the geopolitical reality of certain new threats to world peace and blame it all 

on the United States and their Realpolitik. However, we must not close our eyes to the 

sincere worry about unconditionally becoming allies of such policies. This worry after all 

is what drives the often naive protest. In all honesty, we may have to distance ourselves 

from the myth of Western Civilisation as an entity that might be incompatible with other 

civilisations. The extremism of some authors, like Samuel Huntington, and on the other 

side the unlimited fanaticism of the anti-globalists in Seattle for example, will only bring 

things to a boiling point and may lead to a domestic clash. The European tradition of 

dialogue and balanced reasoning is far away from anti-globalist as well as neo-liberal 

extremes also seen recently at the European continent. 

Europe must not hesitate to play a prominent role in the debate on globalisation 

and its political translation. Europe has to take up its responsibility recognising that a lot 

of good has sprung from its enlightened spirit, without forgetting about the bad things. In 

the field of technology and science, Europe has to be conscious of its crucial role and dare 

to continue playing this role in the future. This has to be in the same spirit as the one in 

which technology and science could originate: respect for human dignity, confidence in 

human potential and wariness with the regard to possible consequences. 

Technology and science in Europe became possible as a means for the spiritual 

development of the human being. If we fully realise this and keep in mind that technology 

has to serve mankind, and not he other way around, we dare hope that the human factor 

will be taken into account in the context of globalisation. Hopefully, European politicians 

will realise the hard task they have to honestly fulfil their mission. Europe isn’t just a 

political model that, in a bureaucratic way, has to facilitate financial and economic co-

operation. It is above all a cultural community that has to be aware of its historic duty. 

Conscious of this tradition, learning lessons from it and appreciating it, Europe must not 

make the same mistakes, once again. The idea of progress must not be abandoned, but has 

to be protected from being rushed by external socio-economic interests. 

 

 

Epilogue: on our way towards a Societas Universalis in a global 21st Century 

Renaissance? 



 

Technology drives globalisation. Modern transport technology has enabled companies to 

spread out their production sites over the entire world, and allows them to run companies 

with offices in a large amount of countries. Modern information and communication 

technology allows people all over the world to share information and entertainment, to 

gather global knowledge, and to collaborate at the speed of light. This globalisation drives 

at the same time the technological innovation. Exchanging knowledge on a worldwide 

scale, being able to confer with any expert on the planet, is a tremendous asset for 

technological innovation in every domain. Where experts used to be able to get together 

at yearly conferences, they can now exchange ideas, designs or even detailed technical 

drawing schemes at that same speed of light on electronic discussion forums. And just as 

the information and communication technology is probably the main technology driver 

behind the globalisation, ICT is the technological area where progress is catalysed the most 

by globalisation processes. Because in information technology, people are not only able to 

mail electronically the description of a solution to a problem, but the actual solution can 

be mailed as well to any place in the world, ready to cut and paste into the system. And 

the next step is already on it’s way: web services will enable people to make solutions in 

information technology available online, waiting to serve electronic requests and 

removing the need to redo or implement them somewhere else. 

The technological evolutions as well as the evolutions in labour make us suspect 

that the third industrial revolution might result in a more fundamental break with the 

past patterns of development. Technological progress seems to need grounding on 

‘organic system-thinking’, that will replace the traditional ‘deterministic evolution-

thinking’. This break creates — at the same time — unsurpassable problems, as well as 

unseen challenges, e.g. regarding labour, employment and income. In a post-industrial 

society, technology and technological innovation will keep on playing an important role: 

services and the information highway need an infrastructural basis too. Technological and 

industrial developments will increasingly find their origin in an integrated process in 

which technological, economic sociological and ethical aspects will play an equally 

important and inseparable role. Technological development will go hand in hand with a 



fundamental revalorisation of the quality of labour and an anticipating, stimulating 

regulation in a participative management model. 

New technologies will create the conditions to close the gap between the alpha- 

and beta-culture. This also implies a new order of values regarding the place of the 

individual. The unreachable status of the absolute ideal of the Renaissance, the homo 

universalis, who was able to integrate all knowledge, can — thanks to information and 

communication technology — lead to a new, realistic, ideal: the societas universalis. This 

new society consists of individuals who function as part of a network and thus participate 

in ‘all knowledge’. This evolution is necessary because of the explosive growth of 

knowledge that cannot be assimilated by one single individual. The individual 

assimilation of knowledge becomes less important and will be secondary to the 

opportunity of individual participation in collectively integrated knowledge. The 

structures of society have to guarantee the fundamental right of each individual to 

participate in this societas universalis. The individual finds his dignity in taking up and 

cultivating this possibility. 

The actual development of ICT that has to lead towards the ‘knowledge society’, can 

be compared to the evolution caused by the rise of printing techniques in the sixteenth 

century. In those days, the evolution of technology culminated to a massive — though 

geographically confined — spread of knowledge that ended up in the Renaissance. These 

local renaissances enabled the birth of new sciences, which were valorised during 

industrialisation. Information technology can lead to an even more comprehensive 

distribution of knowledge, and may enable knowledge to be integrated in a global 

network. This network could allow for ‘organic system-thinking’ and a ‘Renaissance of the 

21st century’ on a more global scale. The valorisation of this ‘new global society’ is 

promising, though hard to assess. 
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