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Abstract

Seren Kierkegaard, in his essay “The Present Age,” takes a hostile stance towards the
press. This is because he maintains that the press prepares the ground for the
emergence of nihilism. Hubert Dreyfus extends this idea to other information
technologies, especially the Internet. Since Kierkegaard-Dreyfus’ attitude towards
various forms of information technology originates from a distinct philosophical
anthropology and a particular conception of the meaning of life, assessing the viability
of the attitude they hold requires further critical scrutiny. This paper aims to show that,
although Kierkegaard’s and Dreyfus' insights are important in understanding the
dangers of information technology, their approach concerning the meaning of life and
human identity is a one-sided analysis of the problem situation; in particular, their
reliance on “Unconditional Commitment” could bring about new, undesired
consequences. The argument of the paper is, to avoid the ill effects of information
technology, and to take an appropriate stance towards it, we need, among other things,
to adopt a richer and more effective philosophical anthropology; one that, by utilizing
religious-moral wisdom in a sensible manner provides an effective way to safely
benefit from various types of technology without falling into the abyss of nihilism.
Moreover, we also need to provide institutional control of technology through
piecemeal social engineering in a democratic process.

Keywords

Nihilism, Philosophy of technology, Critical rationalism, Ethics of technology,
Information technology.

* Associate Professor of philosophy of science and technology, Institute for Humanities and Cultural Studies,

Tehran, Iran (Corresponding Author) | mansouri@ihcs.ac.ir
*+x Professor of Philosophy, The Islamic College (affiliated with Middlesex University), London, UK; Adjunct
Professor, National Research Institute for Science Policy. Tehran. Iran | apaya@islamic-college.ac.uk

[®] Mansouri, A., & Paya, A. (2020). Nihilism and Information Technology. Journal of Philosophical Theological Research,
21(82),29-54. doi: 10.22091/jptr.2019.4903.2218.

This article is distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution4.0 |  http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0
ATE



30 | Journal of Philosophical Theological Research, Vol. 21, No. 4, Winter 2020, Issue 82

Introduction

Human technologies can and should be controlled through sustained and
persistent critical scrutiny, and the Humanities (Human Sciences) are among
the most important resources for carrying out the above task. Subjecting
technologies to human control bring them further in line with human values
and makes them better respond to genuine human needs. The Humanities
help us to foresee (at least) some of the unseen and undesirable consequences of
technologies. The critical assessment that Hubert Dreyfus has produced by
extending Kierkegaard's ideas of the impact of the Internet, is one of the
most interesting examples of these insights.

Nihilism and Information Technology

Kierkegaard, in part two of his book A Literary Review, entitled “The
Present Age,” warns that the press and the media in the present world lead us
to a kind of nihilism. This nihilism, he believes, is the result of leveling.
Dreyfus, in his On the Internet in a section entitled “Nihilism on the
Information Highway,” extends this thesis to other information technologies,
especially the Internet. For Kierkegaard, one cannot transform information
into meaningful knowledge unless one acquires/construct one’s identity by
means of unconditional, long-term choices that one makes through an
unconditional, long-term and sustained commitment.

The Problem of Unconditional Commitments

An important problem with unconditional commitments is that they are risky
and could be utopian and unrealistic; moreover, unconditional commitment
and the suspension of moral considerations prepares the ground for
ideologized thinking and biased and irrational approaches.

[Contrary to what Kierkegaard/Dreyfus suggest], constructing well-
balanced human identities and enriching one’s life with genuine and
worthwhile meanings do not require unconditional commitment; it also does
not need a single, and probably unchangeable, lifelong plan. Although the
early origin of one’s self presumably lies within one’s instinctive tendencies,
with which one is born, the self evolves through social experiences and is
enriched by the synergetic mutual interactions of worlds 2 and 3, and worlds
2 and 1. In other words, the self evolves in the light of knowing others and
the environment. The broader and deeper the scope of this knowledge, the



Nihilism and Information Technology | 31

greater is one’s free-will, and thus one’s moral responsibility. This self-
knowledge helps one to avoid anything outside one’s plan of life. Such an
act of ‘self-preservation’ is called ‘piety’ in religious thinking.

Information Technology: Control in the Civil Society

Since the power of technology is immense, and since man is a creature
whose natural desire towards evil is part of his existential capacity and one
of the negative aspects of his nature, it seems (and this is a conjecture which
has been corroborated by countless historical cases in all cultures and
traditions) internal controls, in the form of moral reinforcement and faith-
based piety, are not enough to counter the consequences of technologies,
especially Information technology. This means that to properly control
technologies we are in need of external control mechanisms. It is important,
however, to emphasise that the external control mechanisms, should be
applied through piecemeal social engineering, and in the context of a
democratic process and in a rational ecosystem.

Conclusion

Information technology ‘facilitates' leveling. But, the actualization of
“leveling” occurs due to the poverty of the moral sphere or the laxity in
enforcing the criteria of piety and self-control. The optimal functioning of
internal control, in the case of each individual, requires the possession of
self-knowledge and the creation of a valuable meaning for life.

Nevertheless, internal control and piety alone are not sufficient for optimal
control of technology in a global arena. External mechanisms, which rely on
legal regulations and relevant institutions and infrastructures which facilitate
the effective and yet safe and sensible use of technologies, are also needed. It
is clear that the design, regulation, and adoption of these laws and
infrastructures must take place in an environment which is shaped and
enriched by rational, critical and democratic values. In such an environment,
free and unhindered participation of experts from various fields in the process
of assessing the consequences of technological advancements and informing
the decisions about the ways to deal with them should be encouraged. The
critical rationalist approach emphasizes the significance of making use of
collective wisdom, public critical scrutiny, the methodology of situational
logic/analysis, and the piecemeal engineering approach, as useful tools in the
design and refinement of the required infrastructures and institutions.
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