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We live in a technological world. We are surrounded by technology, we play with 
it, and we are dependent upon it. Technology not only shapes our everyday living 
environment, we are also using more and more technological enhancements in order 
to improve our performance and to make our environment smarter. Technological 
development is the ideal on which our highly modern society thrives. But what 
are all these technologies doing to us? The technological evolution of man and his 
environment is a source of inspiration for both scientists and artists.
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Technological Evolution

The story of man’s technological evolution starts with the 
active hunter-gatherer who decided to no longer let himself 
be sent off into the woods, but instead started concentrating 
on the cultivation of land. After this agricultural revolution, 
around 30,000 years later, came the industrial revolution when 
machines started taking over a lot of the work that had been 
done by people. By now, according to many, we have entered a 
new phase in our (r)evolution: that of information technology. 
The end point so far in the wealthy West, the office worker who 
remains seated all day, is already leading a largely virtual life. 
Microsoft’s uniform desktop is the everyday outlook on the 
world for millions of people. We are almost communicating 
more through email and social network sites such as Facebook, 
Twitter, and MySpace than we are chatting in real time. In 
the years to come, information technologies will advance 
even further into our lives. Companies such as Philips and 
NXP are working on the development of 
‘smart’ technologies that can be integrated 
unseen into our everyday habitat. ‘Ambient 
intelligent technologies’ should be able to 
make our decisions for us, for instance the 
refrigerator that registers when we run out 
of milk and then orders new milk from the 
supermarket. Using so-called RFID-chips 
– the internet of things – any object can be 
magically turned into an information carrier. 
They are currently used, for example, to store 
information on our passports. But before long, 
computers will be literally able to read our 
entire material environment. 

Next Nature

At the heart of this technological evolution 
lies our notion of nature. Since the invention of the stone 
axe, people have been bending nature to their will.  From 
around 1800, this cultivation or controlling of nature has 
been happening so fast that we have now come to be almost 
completely surrounded by technology. According to artist 
and researcher Koert van Mensvoort the concepts of ‘nature’ 
and ‘culture’ have switched places. Van Mensvoort, whose 
activities include working at the University of Technology in 
Eindhoven’s Industrial Design faculty, believes that we should 
thoroughly adjust the notion of nature. ‘Real’ nature – or, as 
Van Mensvoort calls it: old nature – as the part of the world 
that existed before there were people, and the part that people 
have not tried to control, is rare.  The Netherlands, made from 
water, does not even have any nature in this sense. What we 

see as nature, is in fact a manufactured version of what we 
think old nature looked like. So old nature has become culture. 
What is left, Van Mensfoort calls Next Nature. Next Nature 
is exactly the opposite of cultivated nature. By contrast, Next 
Nature is culture that has become nature: culturally emerged 
nature. When certain cultural products and processes become 
so complex and incontrollable, they obtain an autonomous and 
‘nature-like’ character. According to Koert van Mensvoort we 

can then only understand these autonomous 
cultural processes and systems with the 
forces we used to ascribe to nature. The 
global economic system is an example of Next 
Nature, and so are mobile phones and our 
increasingly virtual lives. The technological 
environment we have created ourselves is 
therefore our new nature. 

‘There may even come a moment that 
our connection with an industrially 
manufactured coke bottle may be richer 
and more mythical than our relation with a 
genetically analyzed and manipulated rabbit 
in the woods.’ Koert van Mensvoort
The average person only has a limited 
understanding of a computer or a mobile 
phone. The technologies we surround 

ourselves with have become so complex that we can hardly 
comprehend them; they become magical. Whereas Max 
Weber interpreted the modernisation process long ago as the 
‘demystification’ of the world, we are on the verge of entering 
a new magical world according to Van Mensvoort. New 
technologies are offering unknown possibilities. But man is not 
stranded helplessly on the sidelines. Koert van Mensvoort: ‘We 
are beginning to understand that nature is dynamic and that it 
is changing along with us.’ This means we are able to change the 
nature surrounding us as well. In the first place, we can start by 
making the ‘natural’ powers of our technological environment 
visible. On his website nextnature.net, Van Mensvoort as 
an artist, with several kindred spirits, shows us beautiful 
and everyday examples of Next Nature. And he has set up a 
department within the University of Technology’s Industrial 
Design faculty to explore how we can create products for Next 
Nature. Technologies must become more humane, according to 
Van Mensvoort. One example is to have the ‘magical’ and the 
organic come back in everyday technologies, such as  a project 
on ‘bioluminescence’ in lighting. 
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Smart Environments, Smart People? 

Apart from his environment, man himself is technologically 
upgraded as well in Next Nature. By 2003 the world wide 
Human Genome Project had uncovered all human genes in the 
DNA of the human organism. Meanwhile, all over the world 
research has begun to try and change, remove, or improve 
certain human characteristics. Scientists are working on 
slowing down the aging process of our cells so that we can 
effortlessly reach the age of 150. During all this, neurologists, 
cognitive scientists and geneticists have been working on 
regenerative medicine and cognitive enhancements. Through 
tissue engineering they can grow body parts in laboratories. 
And why wait until something is broken before we fix it? 
Cosmetic surgery is no longer something extraordinary; the 
next step is to crank up the performance of our brain through 
cognitive enhancements in the shape of brain stimuli or pills. 
Brain implants to restore part of the hearing system in deaf 
people already exist. The Australian cognitive scientist Allan 
Snyder claims that by using ‘trans-cranial magnetic stimulation’ 
of certain brain areas he can give 
people temporary savant skills:  
a specific hyper-human brilliance 
as in some people with autism. 
Are we slowly turning into 
cyborgs? 

The Dutch artist Floris Kaayk 
exposes the unexpected 
consequences of biotechnologies 
in his fictional documentary 
Matalosis Maligna. Kaayk has 
mechanical prostheses lead to 
a morbid growth of metal in the body, changing people almost 
automatically into stumbling, grinding cyborgs. As long as 
they function well, these cyborgs are not even such a bad idea, 
according to transhumanists, a motley crew of enthusiastic 
scientists. Fusions between man and machine (cyborgs) are 
simply the next step in our evolutionary process. Many of the 
transhumanists, like John Harris and Hans Moravec, believe 
that we as a human race have an obligation to rid the world of as 
much suffering as possible through the technological perfection 
of mankind. Genetic manipulation to avoid future diseases, 
and brain stimulation to become smarter or to eliminate bad 
character traits are possibilities we should use. Who knows, 
we may find more efficient human forms, who will not die 
of old age or suffer from destructive forces such as sexual 
lust. Transhumanists believe that mankind will be the first 
organism in the evolutionary process to be able to create its own 
evolutionary successors. 
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The Ideal Of Technological Advancement

The view of these transhumanists sounds like science fiction, 
like a utopian dream. Still, even though a society full of 
robots may be far off, the technologies that can make these 
developments possible already exist. Aside from this, some 
people point out that we humans are already cyborgs. Not 
only are we using all kinds of technological aids (from glasses 
to prostheses and implants), we have also long since started 
outsourcing our brain activities. According to philosopher 
Walter Ong we have externalised our memory through the 
invention of writing. Because of the invention of the book, 
people in the Middle Ages no longer needed to memorise stories 
to be able to pass them on. This transformed the cognitive 
structure of man: instead of memorising information, selecting 
and analysing it became the core of our thinking. From an 
evolutionary perspective this was a clever way to become 
smarter despite ourselves: because in spite of man’s evolution 
from hunter-gatherer into modern man, our cranial capacity 
has stayed the same. By now, the average Saturday newspaper 
contains more information than a person in the 17th century 
would have had to process in their entire life. The Dutch cyber-
philosopher Jos de Mul, in his book Cyberspace Odyssee, states 
that information technologies such as the internet are doing 
something similar to what the book did during the Middle 
Ages. Only this time we are not only outsourcing our cognitive 
structure of analytical thought, but we are externalising our 
entire thought process. Google (as well as new semantic search 
engines such as Wolfram Alpha) will select and analyse our 
information for us. And soon, technologies such as ambient 
intelligent technology and RFID-chips will be drawing their 
own conclusions about these analyses, especially for us. This 
will then no doubt free up space in our heads for new skills. 
Therefore De Mul expects our future new cognitive skills to lie 
in complex multitasking and visualising thought processes.  
Man makes technology, technology makes man. 

Technological progress has become technological evolution. 
We have created a new technological habitat, where we 
redesign the world using smart technologies. Because these 
new technologies enter our world step by step and nestle there 
in all-encompassing ways, we automatically grow accustomed 
to them, and some of them even take on the substance of Next 
Nature. We rarely realise that technologies can change our 
behaviour and our ideas. It is up to artists and scientists to use 
their creativity in researching what it means to be human in 
these revolutionary times. According to the British philosopher 
John Gray, the idea of technological progress is a secularised 
version of the Christian thought that has dominated Western 
thinking for centuries. We are still secretly hoping that one 
day, mankind will be saved from worldly misery, only this time 
our saviour is not God, but Technology. Who will save who, 
eventually, and from what? 
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