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Overview 

Joi is the director of MIT’s Media Lab and Jeff is a visiting
scholar at the Media Lab. They outline how our modern world 
is being upended by rapid innovation in terms of new 
technologies and methods for running organizations. They 
discuss how crowdsourcing can solve seemingly intractable 
problems stumping biologists, and how companies which 
embrace risk over safety may be better suited for our fast-
paced world. They showcase several exciting projects from the 
Media Lab and elsewhere, and give guidance for “how to
survive our faster future.” 

Introduction 

What is taken for granted today was once consider 
marvelous. Consider the first motion picture, a 50 
second film in which the photograph moved, thus 
astounding audience members. The novelty quickly 
wore off, but even the original inventors of the motion 
picture were unable to foresee the future use of their 
technology. Further consider Morse code: it was the 
first time that information flew faster than a horse. Even 
after inventing the “talking machine” (the precursor to
the gammophone), Edison thought businessmen would 
use it to dictate, and did not foresee the value it would 
provide to musicians. 

“We are all susceptible to misinterpreting 
the technological tea leaves.” 

We smirk and think we would have foreseen the future 
uses of such technology in our infinite wisdom. But are 
we able to predict the future uses of technology today? 
Microsoft’s CEO Steve Ballmer thought that there was 
no way the iPhone would get traction. We have 
“paradigms” or “episteme” which we have absorbed
over a lifetime, and have filled our brains like furniture. 
This book aims to be the “framework of joists, stiffs, and 
beams that support all your conscious ideas.” 

Previously, all scientific revolutions were followed by a 
period of disagreement and chaos, until they then they 
became normalized as the new paradigm. Today, 
technology might be a constant state of chaos and 
disruption, with no time to settle. It might be “not just
rapid change, but constant change”. We are likely living in 
an age of a new operating system of our society, 
embroiled in the midst of a major release version. 

Moore’s law describes how technology doubles every
18 months; the explosion of the Internet has ushered us 
into the “exponential age.” We can now develop an
entire theory of an ecosystem from a single DNA 
sample. Technology is neither good nor bad; nuclear 
fission happens all the time in nature and can be used 
for positive or negative uses by humans. Insecticide 
resulted in better crops, but was also used as a basis for 
chemical warfare during the Holocaust. We don’t know
how future generations will use the technology of 
today. People did not even film a close-up shot in a 
motion picture until thousands of films had already 
been produced. Small groups of terrorist and hackers 
can now disrupt large nations with the aid of 
technology, and nimble startups are disrupting large 
corporations. Experts now are actually 
underperforming random guessing in the stock market, 
and think tanks are very poor at predicting the future. 

“Change doesn’t care if you’re ready.” 

Chapter 1. Emergence Over Authority 

In the past, the authority of knowledge was the church, 
and they disseminated such knowledge from the top 
down. Contrarily, emergent systems essentially are 
collective intelligence systems built from the ground 
up. Examples include: 

x Ants can self-organize into a complex ant colony. 
x Neurons are not smart individually, but a 

collection is a highly intelligent brain. 


