Technology as a Religion
Karl Marx called religion the “opium of the people” but ended up creating a new religion instead, a religion of technology. Throughout his writings, the “forces of production” were given the role of humanity’s saviour.  They would impose their logic on history and bring about, as if by magic, the classless, communist society. Marx was nothing if not a believer in technology. 
The working class was, for Marx, the embodiment of these laws of history. Like the disciples of Christ, the leaders of the working class were to propagate the new religion of technology. And the ideas of Marx and his Paulus, or Friedrich Engels, were one of the main sources of inspiration for the movements that formed in the late 19th century in the name of social democracy. 
Much has changed both within and without the social democratic “movement” since the days of Marx and Engels, but the religion of technology has lived on. When the movement split apart after the Russian Revolution, into communist and social democratic parties, both sides stayed faithful to the Marxian belief in technology. The Soviet Union was a failure, but not in terms of technological development. The Soviets kept up with the United States in the “arms race” and they were able to send the first satellite into space in spite of their totalitarian system of government. 

In Sweden and other countries where social-democratic parties have held state power, the belief in technology has been one of the defining features. Ingvar Carlsson’s governments of the 1980s and 1990s were among the most avid believers in the world in the power of information technology to solve all our problems, now and in the future.

The religion of technology was reaffirmed once again last week when the government released its latest forskningsproposition. It is, once again, proudly proclaimed without much in the way of supporting evidence that technological innovations are the only way to achieve economic growth. Even though it seems that the kinds of technology that are profitable in the world today do not create many new jobs - on the contrary, they seem to eliminate jobs, or, at best, transfer them to other parts of the world - the government continues to believe that we should have ever more innovations.  

In spite of a good deal of evidence that the sorts of “technological innovations” that are favored by transnational corporations cause more problems than they solve, the Swedish government continues to keep the faith. While many other national governments have supported a range of activities to assess the social, ethical and environmental consequences of technology, such efforts are conspicuous by their absence in Sweden.  Even environmental research is given a technocratic orientation; it too is meant to contribute to economic growth rather than to solving really existing environmental problems or creating green jobs. 
Swedish social democracy continues to believe that “research for a better life” – the title of the proposition – must be based on a technological or instrumental form of rationality. Unlike previous propositions, in which social and cultural research were given some attention, this time around, they are almost completely forgotten (with the exception of a “strategic” satsning på genusforskning that is embarrassingly small). 
At a time when many people for many reasons are critical of the ways in which technology is developed in the contemporary world, the Swedish government continues to be true believers. Karl Marx would have been proud of them.      
Andrew Jamison
