"






HOMO
DIGITALIS

Thierry Geerts

How

digitalisation
iIs making us
more human

Lannoo









www.lannoo.com
Register on our website to regularly receive a newsletter with
information about new books and interesting exclusive offers.

Design cover: Herman Houbrechts
Layout: Studio Lannoo (Aurélie Matthys)
Mlustrations: Ann-Sophie De Steur
Translation: Textcase

© 2022, Lannoo Publishers nv, Tielt, and Thierry Geerts
D/2022/45/230 - ISBN 978 94 014 8562 3 - NUR 740

All rights reserved. Nothing of this publication may be reproduced,
stored in an automated database and/or made public in any form or
by any means, electronic, mechanical or otherwise, without the prior
written permission of the publisher.



Contents

Digitalis in the 2020s 1

Why digitalisation will lead to more welfare

Who is the homo digitalis? 29

Will we all become cyborgs?

2.1 Healthcare for the homo digitalis 30
Can we improve our healthcare system and
keep things affordable?

2.2 Efficiency in the daily life of the homo digitalis 41
Do we really need all of these digital gadgets?

2.3 Learning in Digitalis 49
Is the internet making us dumber?

2.4 Digitalis is bringing out the human in us 62
Or are we becoming selfish, shallow, and aimless?



3 Theworld the homo digitalis inhabits 69

Is digitalisation disrupting our society?

3.1 A cultural revolution 70
Are we becoming slaves to digital technology?

3.2 Digitalis for everyone 78
Does digital technology offer equal opportunities to all?

3.3 Coexisting in Digitalis 90
Do social media and fake news lead to populism in Digitalis?

3.4 The world is not yet done for 97
Isn’t technology only aggravating climate and environmental

issues?

3.5 A safe life for the homo digitalis 111
Will Digitalis lead to Big Brother?

4 Nowit'suptous 120
Are we still in control?

1+1=3 133

BeCode non-profit organisation 135



The homo sapiens
Isno more. Longlive
the homo digitalis!






Digitalis in the 2020s

Why digitalisation will lead to more welfare

What are you afraid of? Great heights? Spiders? Thunder and
lightning? People are fearful of a great many things - and
that’s perfectly normal. Similar to these fears, many people
are also afraid of innovation. You might even lie awake at
night thinking of the impact of technology on society, your
job, or your relationships with other people.

It’s an age-old fear. The 1920s are remembered as being
one big party, the era of the Charleston, world’s fairs, and
beautiful cars, but it was also a time when people feared
electricity, industrialisation, and wars. We're now in the
2020s, and, though we no longer fear past innovations such
as the locomotive, we're now afraid of new phenomena like
robots and artificial intelligence. We’re afraid of losing our

< Acentury ago, we celebrated.
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jobs to cyborgs, of the State becoming like Big Brother, and of
losing our language and culture.

Fears like that can lead to populism, nationalism, and
fascism - something that Hermann Goring knew all too well
and exploited to help get the Nazis into power. According to
the Nuremberg trials, he put it on record that it is actually
relatively easy for a politician to get the support of the
people by playing into their fears.

The fear of technology is fed by insecurity. We don’t know
what the future might bring in this rapidly changing world. As
Yoda from Star Wars taught us, fear is often the worst path to
follow, but it’s an interesting compass. After all, the fact that

Fear can lead to populism.



we're insecure and maybe even scared shows that we're not
indifferent to our fellow human beings and the society we live
in. The fears we have reveal the things we find important:
meaning, privacy, nature, democracy, culture, etc.

Technology in itselfis actually neutral. It provides both
opportunities and risks. It’s all about what we do with it, how
we inform ourselves, how we rise above those fears and take
matters into our own hands. That’s what makes the difference
and is the reason why this book’s subtitle - ‘How digitalisation
is making us more human’ - is an important statement. We're
in control of the impact technology will have.

The past few centuries have

showed us time and again that The past few centuries have

technology has helped us make
great strides once we overcome
our fear of it. We now live

showed us time and again
that technology has helped
us make great strides once

longery work less’ and are we overcome our fear of it.

healthier than ever before,

thanks to the innovations that came into our lives over the
past few decades. Yet, the aversion to new technologies
remains persistent - a fear fed by being unavoidably confront-
ed with negative elements of it on a daily basis, like when you
are in a bar with your friends and someone takes out their
smartphone instead of talking to you, or when rents rise in big
cities because real estate moguls are buying homes en masse
so they can rent them out as Airbnbs.
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Ambient computing
These days, over 1.5 billion smartphones are sold every year.
Europeans spend about 2.5 hours a day on their smart-
phones; half of them even say
Thesmartphoneasan  that their smartphones have
interface willalso gradually  pecome absolutely indispensa-
disappearfromourlives.  ple ¢4 their lives. Nevertheless,
like many other technologies,
the smartphone as an interface will also gradually disappear
from our lives.

We won't forever be holding a device every time we want
to search for information or look at something. Technology
will increasingly be present all over the place but in a more
practical and respectful way. The rollout of so-called ambient
computing might turn out to be the most important revolu-
tion of the coming years: technology will be everywhere but
will disappear behind the wallpaper. Smartphones will no
longer take up so much time and space in our lives.

Today it’s already possible to wake up in the morning and
talk to smart devices, like Google Home or Alexa, that serve
as a central point of contact for all devices in your home.
Who would have imagined that ten years ago? They help you
get the lights to provide you with just enough brightness in
the morning, or you can ask your fridge to recommend reci-
pes based on what you've got in there. In the United States,
sixty million people already own one of these smart speak-
ers. But that’s only the first step of the revolution. Gradually,
that device will also disappear as a central point of contact,
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and all electronic devices, from refrigerators and cars to
doorbells and thermostats, will become ‘smart” and you will
be able to talk to them.

These things you see around your house will also come to
the cities. At present, we can already see the first steps being
taken into the frictionless world that ambient computing
can provide us. For instance, in a lot of European countries
people can now enter a public parking garage without taking

Ambient computing will ensure that technology will be everywhere.
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a ticket. The parking garage knows who you are through
licence plate recognition and the parking gate opens up;
when you leave, the payment is settled automatically
through your banking app. How convenient is this?

Smart glasses can scan the world around us and under-
stand what we're seeing. They will allow you to walk into a
Starbucks in China, see a tasty-looking cupcake, and order it
without having to know a word of Chinese. Eventually glass-
es like these, much like our current phones, will also disap-
pear and be replaced with an invisible lens of sorts.

That’s not as crazy as it might sound: in the research
centres of the world, hundreds of engineers are working on

developing the technologies
Let's notforgetthata  thatwill make such applica-
smartphone would have  tions possible. Let’s not forget
been consideredastrange  that a smartphone would have
ideajusttwentyyearsago.  been considered a strange idea
just twenty years ago. Terms
that often come up in such predictions are spatial comput-
ing, internet of things, 5G, edge computing, etc.

When reading the description above, you might have
been thinking of Google Glass or the ‘smart’ refrigerator you
saw in the electronics store - appliances that are mainly just
expensive and clunky right now. We're still in the phase
where technological gadgets are ‘cool’ but fall short because
they’re just not user-friendly enough. However, this will
soon change, because ambient computing is getting better
by the day.
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Thanks to exoskeletons, we will be able to easily lift things that weigh
over 200 pounds.

When smartphones disappear from our daily lives, peace
and balance can also return. Even though technology will be
present everywhere, it will be in the background and func-
tion in more of a supportive role, which will be beneficial to
our (mental) health. I believe this will lead to harmony in
the ‘battle’ between human beings and machines and that
the latter will make the former better. We’ll reach a sort of
augmented humanity: humans will be able to rise above
themselves and become more human with the help of tech-
nology. Sometimes this will be physical, such as
exoskeletons that allow workers or nurses to easily lift
things that weigh a couple hundred pounds. Sometimes this
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will be mental, with the internet functioning like an ‘extra
brain’ or algorithms that can make our lives easier. Technol-
ogy will take over less meaningful tasks so we can have more
time for the things that really matter. However, this will
largely depend on our own drive, passion, curiosity, and en-
trepreneurship. The opportunities are already there, but
we’ll have to learn to control the risks.

Reinvent the world

Innovations such as smartphones, artificial intelligence, and
ambient computing are more than just gadgets. Just like
steam engines, electricity, and the computer, they are lead-
ing to a new Industrial Revolution. The impact of this fourth
Industrial Revolution should not be underestimated. It will
force us to reinvent everything with the help of these new
technologies.

We might say we're living in Denmark, Italy, or Germany,
but this isn’t really the case anymore. Together with four
billion other people connected with each other online, we're
living in a new ‘country’ which I christened ‘Digitalis’ in my
previous book. That country is continuously evolving and
goes far beyond the boundaries of the physical world. We

can now watch series on American Netflix, post videos on
Chinese TikTok, listen to music on Swedish Spotify, and buy
products from all over the world with a single click.

We’re now nearly all inhabitants of that one country I call
Digitalis. But there is more. People create technology which,



in turn, influences people. The changes on a technological,
human, and social level have been so significant that people
have evolved into what you could now call an entirely new
species: the homo digitalis. The homo sapiens is no more.
Long live the homo digitalis!

SGITALIE

We might still look the same, but the way we live has com-
pletely changed. We now enrich our lives thanks to digital
applications and explore the possibilities of Digitalis, with an
instant connection to four billion people of the same species.
This impacts our health, the way we learn, the relationships
we enter into with other people, how we organise our lives,
and so on. For the homo digitalis, a lot of boxes appear to have
disappeared. There are new rules; we live differently, and
everyone can become their own medium or brand. By now,
there have been many books

about these general changes, The homo sapiensis
but not as many talk aboutwhat ~ Nomore.Longlive the
these changes are doing to us, homo digitalis!
something I am trying to map

out in this book. At times I will have to be very brief when
doing so, which is great, but it can also be a curse when writing
abook: every chapter really ought to be a book in and of itself!
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This fourth Industrial Revolution is a digital revolution.

The homo digitalis is a multimillionaire
Of course, people aren’t standing still in Digitalis. Technolo-

gy will always cause upheaval, sometimes driven by unfore-
seen circumstances. When the Covid crisis hit in 2020, the
world discovered that many things could also be done digi-
tally. Grandparents started using videoconferencing and
online chat, and children joined their classes digitally.
Digitalis was able to welcome a lot of new citizens. All of a
sudden, working from home became the norm and people
realised that even a visit to their doctor could be done via
Zoom, Meet, or Teams and was even safer. Contactless
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Homo sapiens has evolved into homo digitalis.

payments and e-commerce turned out to offer more secure
solutions given the circumstances.

Digitalisation also accelerated in the workplace. The
pandemic succeeded in ways that few managers have ever
managed to do: digitalising organisations at record speeds.

Digitalisation can have far-reaching consequences for
homo digitalis and our world. The best illustration of this is
what happened ten years ago with the encyclopedia.

For centuries, the Encyclopedia Britannica was an institu-
tion. The 2010 edition counted over 32,000 pages and cost
over $1,000. The thing that was so special about this edition
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