OPINION PIECE

What else needs to

change?

Last year's Blade Runner sequel
persuaded me to watch the 1982
original again — set in 2019. For all the
amazing qualities of the film, it fails to
provide a convincing vision of today's
technology. And it fails in a particular
way: when our hero Deckard falls

for "Rachael", he already knows that
Rachael is a highly intelligent organic
robot, so sophisticated that she can
hardly be distinguished from a human.
Yet Deckard likes her and asks her out
on a date — using a graffiti-scrawled
public payphone.

That payphone is jarring, but in
fairness to Blade Runnerwe often
make exactly the same mistakes when
imagining new technologies. We
wrongly assume that a technology like
"Rachael" could somehow appear, yet
little else would change. And we're
hypnotized by the most sophisticated
stuff, missing humble ideas that quietly
change everything.

For example: when | embarked on my
latest project — a book and BBC series
about "Fifty Things That Made the
Modern Economy" — everyone told me
that | simply must include Gutenberg's
movable type printing press. It was
revolutionary of course, but when

| came face-to-face with a 1450s
Gutenberg bible, with its twin black
columns of dense Latin text, | realised
that there was another story to tell: the
story of humble paper.

Without paper, the economics of
printing simply do not work. Paper is
nothing special, except that it is far
cheaper than animal-skin parchment.
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