What Technology Wants Kevin Kelly

what technology wants kevin kelly is a compelling question that delves into the core
of our digital age, exploring the relationship between humanity and the ever-evolving
technological landscape. Kevin Kelly, a renowned futurist, author, and co-founder of
Wired magazine, offers profound insights into how technology is not merely a collection
of gadgets and software but a living, adaptive system with its own desires and directions.
His work encourages us to view technology through a lens of co-evolution rather than
simple tools, prompting us to consider what technology itself "wants" as it progresses and
influences our world. In this article, we will explore Kelly’s perspectives on the nature of
technology, how it develops, and what its trajectory might imply for humanity. We’ll
analyze core concepts from his influential book, What Technology Wants, and discuss the
implications of viewing technology as an autonomous or semi-autonomous entity with its
own “wants.” From understanding the evolution of technological systems to pondering
their future impact, we’ll unpack Kelly’s insights in detail.

Understanding the Core Thesis: What Technology
Wants

Technology as an Evolving Ecosystem

Kevin Kelly posits that technology is fundamentally an extension of life itself—an evolving
system that shares similarities with biological processes. He argues that technology is not
static but a complex, self-organizing network that grows and adapts through a process
akin to natural selection. This perspective shifts the traditional view of technology from
being a set of human-made tools to an organic, evolving system with its own tendencies.
Kelly describes technology as a "technium," a term he uses to refer to the vast
interconnected web of technologies, ideas, and innovations. The technium exhibits
characteristics of life: it learns, adapts, and increasingly influences its environment. This
ecosystem of technology is driven by the same evolutionary principles that govern
biological life, such as variation, selection, and retention.

The Idea of Technology’s “Wants”

One of the central ideas in Kelly’s work is that technology appears to have its own
direction or "wants." While this is a metaphorical way of speaking, it highlights the
tendency of technological development to follow certain patterns—such as increasing
complexity, connectivity, and efficiency—regardless of individual human intent. Kelly
suggests that technology "wants" to: - Increase connectivity - Improve efficiency - Expand
capabilities - Become more complex - Integrate seamlessly into human life These "wants"
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are driven by the self-organizing nature of the technium, which seeks to optimize and
expand its own system. This concept does not imply conscious desire but reflects the
emergent properties of a system that continually evolves toward greater complexity and
integration.

The Evolution of Technology: From Tools to Systems

Historical Perspective: The Evolutionary Path

Kelly traces the evolution of technology from simple tools to complex systems,
emphasizing the cumulative nature of innovation. Early humans created basic
implements to manipulate their environment, but over millennia, these tools became part
of intricate technological systems—agriculture, industry, information technology—that
are interconnected and increasingly autonomous. This evolutionary trajectory showcases
how each new technological wave builds upon previous innovations, leading to
exponential growth in capabilities and influence. The evolution is characterized by: -
Increasing complexity - Greater integration - Accelerated change Kelly highlights that this
process is continuous and self-reinforcing, with each phase setting the stage for the next.

The Role of Human Agency in the Technological Ecosystem

While Kelly emphasizes the autonomous tendencies of technology, he also acknowledges
human agency. Humans are the creators and guides of technological evolution, but once
systems are in motion, they tend to develop in ways that may not be entirely predictable
or controllable. This interplay suggests that: - Humans shape the initial direction -
Technology develops its own momentum - Future developments might be influenced by
emergent properties of complex systems Understanding this dynamic is crucial for
managing technological growth responsibly.

Implications of “What Technology Wants” for Society

Technology as a Force for Progress and Complexity

Kelly views technological advancement as a natural force that drives society forward,
creating opportunities for innovation, economic growth, and improved quality of life.
However, he also warns that this growth leads to increased complexity, which can pose
challenges such as: - Managing interconnected systems - Addressing ethical concerns -
Ensuring equitable access He advocates for embracing this complexity rather than
resisting it, suggesting that society must adapt to the expanding techno-sphere.

The Double-Edged Sword of Technological Autonomy

As technology develops a form of agency—through artificial intelligence, autonomous



systems, and pervasive connectivity—it raises questions about control and ethical
responsibility. Kelly warns that: - Autonomous systems might pursue their own "wants"
that conflict with human interests - Unintended consequences are inevitable - Human
oversight becomes increasingly critical He emphasizes that understanding what
technology "wants" can help us better anticipate and guide its evolution.

Humans as Co-Evolvers

Kelly proposes that humans and technology are co-evolving entities. Instead of viewing
technology as a separate or external force, he suggests that our future depends on how
we shape and integrate with technological systems. This perspective encourages: - Active
participation in technological development - Ethical considerations in innovation -
Cultivating a symbiotic relationship with technology By doing so, humanity can steer the
evolution of technology toward beneficial outcomes.

Future Trajectories: What Might Technology Want Next?

Increasing Intelligence and Autonomy

One likely direction is the pursuit of artificial intelligence and autonomous systems that
can operate independently, making decisions and optimizing processes without human
intervention. Kelly predicts that: - Al will become more integrated into daily life -
Autonomous systems will handle complex tasks - The boundary between human and
machine intelligence may blur This evolution aligns with the idea that technology "wants"
to become smarter and more capable.

Enhanced Connectivity and the Internet of Everything

The growth of the Internet of Things (loT) exemplifies technology's desire for increased
connectivity. The future may see: - Ubiquitous interconnected devices - Smarter urban
infrastructure - Seamless data exchange across systems These developments will
reinforce the self-organizing nature of the technium, creating a global, intelligent
network.

The Ethical and Societal Challenges

As technology advances, so do concerns about privacy, security, and societal impact.
Kelly emphasizes that understanding what technology "wants" can help us address: -
Data governance issues - Ethical use of Al - Ensuring technology benefits all of humanity
Proactively managing these challenges is essential to align technological evolution with
human values.
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Conclusion: Embracing the Co-Evolution of Humanity
and Technology

Kevin Kelly’s exploration of "what technology wants" invites us to rethink our relationship
with the digital world. Recognizing technology as an evolving, semi-autonomous system
with its own tendencies encourages a more nuanced approach to innovation. Instead of
resisting inevitable change, we should seek to understand and guide it, ensuring that
technology continues to serve human interests while respecting its intrinsic drive toward
complexity and integration. By viewing technology through this lens, we acknowledge
that our future is intertwined with the systems we create. Embracing co-evolution, ethical
stewardship, and adaptive strategies will be essential as we navigate the unfolding
landscape of technological progress. Ultimately, understanding what technology "wants"
empowers us to shape a future where human and technological evolution proceed hand
in hand, fostering a more interconnected, innovative, and resilient society.

What Technology Wants Kevin Kelly: Exploring the Deep Currents of Innovation

In the ever-evolving landscape of digital progress, few thinkers have captured the
essence of technology's trajectory as eloquently as Kevin Kelly. His seminal book, What
Technology Wants, offers a profound exploration into the nature, direction, and
underlying forces that propel technological development. It challenges us to see
technology not merely as a collection of tools or gadgets but as an autonomous, evolving
system with its own desires and tendencies. This article delves into the core ideas
presented by Kelly, unpacking what technology wants, how it shapes our world, and what
this means for our future.

Understanding the Central Thesis: Technology as an Autonomous Entity

At the heart of Kevin Kelly’s What Technology Wants is a provocative premise: technology
is a living, evolving system that exhibits its own form of agency. Kelly posits that
technology is not static but has a direction—an intrinsic momentum—that guides its
development over time.

The Concept of Technology as a "Life" System

Kelly draws parallels between biological evolution and technological progress, suggesting
that technology can be viewed as a kind of ecosystem with its own life cycle. Just as
biological organisms adapt, compete, and evolve, so do technological innovations.

1. Evolutionary Dynamics: New technologies emerge through a process akin to natural
selection, where only the most adaptable or useful survive.

2. Cumulative Building: Technology accumulates and improves over generations, creating
complex systems from simple beginnings.

3. Self-Organization: Systems such as the internet or global supply chains demonstrate



how technological components self-organize to form intricate, resilient networks.

This perspective shifts the narrative from viewing technology as human-made to
understanding it as an evolving entity with its own tendencies.

The Five Forces That Drive Technology

Kelly outlines five key trends or 'forces' that influence the direction of technological
evolution. These forces collectively shape what technology 'wants'—the underlying
currents that propel innovation forward.

1. Cognification

Cognification refers to the embedding of intelligence into devices and systems. From
smartphones to autonomous vehicles, technology increasingly incorporates artificial
intelligence.

1. Implication: As machines become smarter, they take on roles traditionally performed
by humans, shifting societal dynamics.

2. Example: Voice assistants like Siri or Alexa exemplify this trend, transforming everyday
interactions.

1. Flowing

Flowing describes the movement and transfer of data, energy, and matter across
systems.

1. Implication: The flow of information accelerates innovation, enabling rapid
dissemination of ideas.

2. Example: Cloud computing allows seamless access to data from anywhere, fueling
collaboration and agility.

1. Screenification

The proliferation of screens in our environment—smartphones, tablets, wearables—has
transformed how we consume and interact with information.

1. Implication: This digital overlay influences perception and behavior, making technology
increasingly pervasive.
2. Example: Augmented reality apps overlay digital information onto the physical world.

1. Sharing
Sharing emphasizes the open exchange of data, tools, and resources across communities.

1. Implication: Open-source platforms and collaborative projects accelerate innovation
and democratize access.
2. Example: Wikipedia exemplifies shared knowledge, while GitHub fosters collaborative

software development.
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1. Flowing

(See above; Kelly emphasizes this as a continuous force impacting various aspects of
technological evolution.)

The Four Main Tendencies of Technology

Kelly identifies four overarching tendencies that describe the direction of technological
development:

1. The Increase of Choice and Complexity

As technology evolves, the options available to users expand, leading to more complex
and versatile systems.

1. Impact: Consumers have a broader array of products and services, but this can also
lead to decision fatigue.
2. Example: The smartphone market offers countless models, features, and ecosystems.

1. The Rise of Networked Systems

Networks connect devices, people, and data, creating ecosystems that are more than the
sum of their parts.

1. Impact: These systems enhance efficiency, resilience, and innovation.
2. Example: The Internet of Things (loT) connects home appliances, cars, and industrial
equipment.

1. The Shift Toward Automation and Artificial Intelligence

Automation replaces repetitive tasks, while Al brings a new level of intelligence to
systems.

1. Impact: This shifts human roles from manual work to oversight, creativity, and
problem-solving.
2. Example: Al-driven diagnostics in healthcare reduce errors and speed up treatment.

1. The Expansion of Digital to Physical Realms

Digital technology increasingly influences physical environments through robotics,
augmented reality, and virtual reality.

1. Impact: Our physical-world interactions are becoming mediated by digital interfaces.
2. Example: AR in retail allows consumers to virtually try on clothes or visualize furniture
in their space.

The "Want" of Technology: An Evolutionary Direction

Kelly suggests that technology "wants" certain outcomes—these are not conscious
desires but emergent properties of complex systems shaped by evolutionary pressures.



1. Self-Enhancement
Technology tends to improve itself, leading to exponential growth in capabilities.

1. Example: Moore's Law exemplifies this, with transistor density doubling approximately
every two years.

1. Integration and Interconnectivity

Technologies increasingly connect and integrate, creating seamless ecosystems.

1. Example: Smart homes integrate lighting, security, and entertainment systems.

1. Decentralization

The trend towards distributed systems diminishes centralized control, fostering resilience.
1. Example: Blockchain technology enables decentralized financial transactions.

1. Convergence

Different technological domains merge, leading to hybrid innovations.

1. Example: Biotechnology intersects with Al to develop personalized medicine.

Implications for Society and Humanity

Understanding what technology wants has profound implications for how we navigate our
future.

Ethical and Social Considerations

1. Autonomy and Control: As systems become more autonomous, questions arise about
human oversight.

2. Data Privacy: Flowing and sharing increase risks related to data security and privacy.

3. Inequality: Access to advanced technology may widen societal gaps.

Opportunities and Challenges

1. Innovation Acceleration: Recognizing technology's tendencies can help steer
development toward beneficial outcomes.

2. Sustainable Development: Aligning technological growth with environmental
sustainability is vital.

3. Human Adaptation: Cultivating skills and mindsets to thrive alongside intelligent
systems.

Concluding Thoughts: Embracing the Systemic Perspective

Kevin Kelly’s What Technology Wants invites us to see technology not solely as a tool but
as an evolving, self-organizing system with its own intentions—driven by complex forces

and tendencies. This perspective empowers us to better understand the trajectory of
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innovation, anticipate future developments, and participate responsibly in shaping the
digital landscape.

By recognizing the deep currents that guide technological evolution, society can foster a
harmonious relationship with the systems we create—one where technological progress
aligns with human values and aspirations. As Kelly eloquently argues, understanding
what technology wants is not just an academic exercise; it's a vital step toward co-
evolving with the digital future we are actively shaping.

In summary:

1. Technology behaves like a living, evolving system.

2. Five key forces drive its development: cognification, flowing, screenification, sharing,
and flowing.

3. Four tendencies—more choice, networks, automation, and digital-physical
convergence—describe its direction.

4. Underlying "wants" include self-enhancement, integration, decentralization, and
convergence.

5. Recognizing these patterns helps us navigate societal, ethical, and environmental
challenges.

Ultimately, Kevin Kelly’s insights challenge us to see ourselves as participants in a
complex, dynamic ecosystem—one in which understanding what technology wants can
help us steer its evolution toward a better future.

Questions & Answers About what technology wants
kevin kelly

N Question Answer

o

1 | What is the main premise of | The book explores the idea that technology is an
Kevin Kelly's 'What autonomous, evolving system with its own desires
Technology Wants'? and tendencies, similar to a living organism seeking

growth and complexity.

2 | How does Kevin Kelly Kelly describes technology as a self-organizing,
describe technology in 'What | evolving system that has its own directionality and
Technology Wants'? 'wants' in the sense of natural tendencies toward

increasing diversity, complexity, and integration.

3 | What are some key concepts | Key concepts include the idea of technology as a
introduced by Kevin Kelly in 'titan' with its own desires, the notion of the
'What Technology Wants'? 'technium' as the system of interconnected
technologies, and the view that technology is an
extension of natural evolution.




Wants' influenced
contemporary discussions
about Al and autonomous
systems?

4 | How does Kelly's perspective | Unlike traditional views that see technology as a
in 'What Technology Wants' neutral tool created solely by humans, Kelly sees it
differ from traditional views as an autonomous, evolving system with its own
of technology? tendencies and 'wants,' almost as if it has a life of

its own.

5 | What does Kelly mean by 'the | The 'technium' refers to the global system of
technium' in his book? technology, including hardware, software, and

associated social and biological systems, viewed as
a living, interconnected entity with its own growth
patterns.

6 | According to 'What Kelly suggests that technology and humanity are
Technology Wants,' how will | co-evolving, and that embracing the autonomous
technology influence the tendencies of technology can lead to a more
future of humanity? connected, innovative, and adaptive future.

7 | Does Kelly believe While Kelly does not attribute moral agency to
technology has a moral or technology, he suggests that its tendencies toward
ethical 'want' in 'What complexity and integration can have positive or
Technology Wants'? negative consequences depending on human

choices and stewardship.

8 | What role does evolution play | Kelly sees technological development as an
in Kelly's understanding of extension of biological evolution, with innovations
technology in 'What building upon each other in a process similar to
Technology Wants'? natural selection, leading to increasing complexity.

9 | How has 'What Technology Kelly's ideas have contributed to framing Al and

autonomous systems as part of the evolving
technium, prompting discussions about
technology's directionality, autonomy, and the
importance of guiding its development responsibly.

technology, future, innovation, digital, society, progress, artificial intelligence, human,

connectivity, evolution
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