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The source I have chosen to analyse is chapter 6 titled ‘Cognition’ from the book ‘New Dark 

Age: Technology and the End of the Future’ by James Bridle. I will explore how this source 

presents technologies such as machine learning and artificial intelligence (AI) in a critical 

context supported by historical facts. I aim to analyse the cause of fear and panic that surrounds 

AI software such as facial recognition and how this is caused due to lack of understanding of 

computational processes. However, these new developing digital technologies are not always 

harmful, they are a tool for designers and I will be discussing artists such as Andreas Refsgaard 

to portray a more playful side of machine learning. I will also analyse Bridle’s views on how 

these developing digital technologies should follow basic rules put in place by humans and the 

risks of not restricting these technologies. Considering that if these rules are not followed 

computers are prone to dominate humanity with violence, it’s important to understand if 

computers are biased and if they are, then where did that bias come from?  

 

 

The most prominent and current problem concerning developing digital technologies such as 

machine learning and AI is society’s limited understanding of how these processes work. I will 

later analyse how this is due to lack of basic understanding of programming and code, however 

a larger issue that is becoming extremely prominent is that we have created processes were 

computers evolve and learn to a point where it is not possible for humans to understand how 

the computer is analysing data. James Bridle discusses these issues by stating that ‘We face a 

world, not in the future but right now, where we do not understand our own creations. The 

result of such opacity is always and inevitably violence’1 We have mindlessly allowed the 

development of these computational processes without vital rules being implemented early on, 

these issues that are becoming extremely apparent now should have been considered at the very 

beginning of the digital age. Bridle believes ‘a robot- or any other intelligent machine – must 

be able to explain itself to humans’2 and this should be a fundamental rule as well as being a 

law. If all the programs that are currently being developed concerning machine learning and 

AI continue without basic rules and restrictions, there is nothing stopping the technology to 

overcome humans and become destructive just as Bridle has mentioned. Steve Lohr has also 

identified that following technology sightlessly is ‘a central issue as these intelligent systems 

— whether software programs or robots — evolve.’ And questions ‘Will they be servants or 

 
1 Bridle, James, ‘Cognition’, in New Dark Age: Technology and the End of the Future, p. 157 
2 Bridle, James, ‘Cognition’, in New Dark Age: Technology and the End of the Future, p. 157 
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masters?’3 This suggests that others have the same fears of these systems outsmarting humans 

and causing some kind of malicious destruction to mankind. This portrays that James Bridle is 

very open to the possibility of a dystopia where robots are likely to cause harm to people, this 

relates to popular sci-fi films, mainly ‘The Matrix’ where a war breaks out between humans 

and Artificial Intelligence. It may seem absurd to compare near possible futures of technology 

with sci-fi films created in the late 90’s, however it must be considered that, unlike what people 

believed in the past, computer programs are not ‘without any of the preconceptions embedded 

by evolution in the human brain.’4 It is becoming more apparent now that computer programs 

are biased as mentioned by Douglas Rushkoff ‘Early computers were built by hackers, whose 

own biases ended up being embedded in their technologies’5 and it is becoming more difficult 

to fix these rooted biases as new software, for example RunwayML, depend on large amounts 

of data in order to train even the most basic of Artificial Intelligence. This always results in 

gathering data from the past which doesn’t tend to create fair or neutral algorithms, and as 

James Bridle declares ‘awareness of historic injustice is crucial to understanding the dangers 

of the mindless implementation of new technologies that uncritically ingest yesterday’s 

mistakes.’6 If we continue to implement our prejudice and past mistakes into these future 

technologies, it will be impossible to create Artificial Intelligence which is non-discriminatory 

and unbiased and it’s very likely this will lead to some kind of destruction as presented by 

James Bridle ‘We will not solve the problems of the present with the tools of the past.’7 We 

must consider that every single person has their own experiences, opinions and views and this 

causes arguments, violence and even war ‘Our senses and our thoughts are already clouded by 

our own misperceptions, prejudice, and confusion. Our digital tools add yet another layer of 

bias on top of that.’8 Therefore, it would be revolutionary to create machines unlike humans 

who could help humankind deal with these problems. ‘The idea is that an A.I. turbocharger can 

be applied to all kinds of decisions, making them smarter, fairer and less prone to human whim 

and bias. The goal could be saving money or saving lives.’9 

As well as the bias rooted in machine learning and developing technologies fake information 

they provide must also be mentioned. To analyse this source, it’s important to understand that 

 
3 Lohr, Steve, ‘Don’t Fear the Robots’ 
4 Bridle, James, ‘Cognition’, in New Dark Age: Technology and the End of the Future, p. 135 
5 Rushkoff, Douglas, ‘Program or be Programmed: Ten commands for a digital age’, p. 140 
6 Bridle, James, ‘Cognition’, in New Dark Age: Technology and the End of the Future, p. 144 

7Bridle, James, ‘Cognition’, in New Dark Age: Technology and the End of the Future, p. 144 
8 Rushkoff, Douglas, ‘Program or be Programmed: Ten commands for a digital age’, p. 139 
9 Lohr, Steve, ‘Don’t Fear the Robots’ 
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any form of photography, or any other media, is already a distorted reality. Posing for a picture 

means you have already interrupted your natural lived experience and prepared for false 

documentation of a single moment. Therefore, when a program merges photographs together 

to form one, it’s just playing with the data it has been provided with but James Bridle points 

out that by doing this it creates ‘a false memory, a rewrite of history.’10 This alongside other 

applications like Facetune, which allows you to edit your photographs, creates a digital world 

on social media that is very false and filled with fake information and imagery. This may not 

seem harmless at first but when compared to an episode of Black Mirror titled ‘Nosedive’ 

which explores the false behaviours infiltrating into daily lives, it becomes another version of 

a dystopian future. The episode presents a society which is based around a points system that 

people use to rate each other after social encounters and the more polite and ‘fake’ the person 

is the more points they are likely to have which then works like a class system in society. 

People with more points have access to better and newer cars and homes etc. When the main 

character is preparing a wedding speech one of the lines states ‘It’s easy to lose sight of what’s 

real.’11 which corresponds directly with what these new developing technologies produce in 

mass amounts by morphing images, text and data.  

 

The lack of understanding and knowledge of digital processes causes people to fear advancing 

technologies. Bridle mentions that ‘One dimension of our lack of understanding of machine 

thought is the sheer scale at which it operates.’12 which is a valid point. The fact computers can 

calculate problems, that would take us years, in seconds, while being able to network and 

connect to servers around the globe to analyse more information sounds overwhelming and 

physically impossible to compete with. However, it’s not about computers being faster than us 

it’s about ‘the unseeable space in which machine learning makes its meaning.’13 This is the 

crucial element that leads many to fear, it’s the lack of understanding of how computers think. 

Rushkoff also believes it is extremely easy to be adrift in a digital society but believes there 

are ways to tackle this ‘Programming is the sweet spot, the high leverage point in a digital 

society. If we don’t learn to program, we risk bring programmed ourselves.’14 If people are 

educated there will be a smaller gap between computers and people as ‘For the person who 

understands code, the whole world reveals itself as a series of decisions made by planners and 

 
10 Bridle, James, ‘Cognition’, in New Dark Age: Technology and the End of the Future, p. 152 
11 Black Mirror (Season 3 Episode 1: Nosedive). Minute:22 
12 Bridle, James, ‘Cognition’, in New Dark Age: Technology and the End of the Future, p. 146 

13 Bridle, James, ‘Cognition’, in New Dark Age: Technology and the End of the Future, p. 148 
14 Rushkoff, Douglas, ‘Program or be Programmed: Ten commands for a digital age’, p. 139 
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designers for how the rest of us should live.’15 Once there is a general knowledge of 

programming and code the world of technology becomes less scary and becomes another 

medium and tool for designers and creatives. ‘Critical design…is an expression or 

manifestation of our sceptical fascination with technology, a way of unpicking the different 

hopes, fears, promises, delusions, and nightmares of technological development and change’16 

Dunne and Raby acknowledge people may be doubtful and suspicious of technology, and they 

encourage this. They believe that everything should be questioned and analysed but this can be 

used in a positive way to develop and create. A report on Artificial Psychology: The Psychology 

of AI mentions that ‘As we can see with the internet and cell phone technology there is clearly 

a generational difference in use and acceptance, and there may be cultural differences in the 

willingness to accept AI.’17 This, combined with Dunne and Raby’s theories, portrays that it is 

possible that with time future generations may change how AI is perceived, it may even not be 

so scary. These points argue with Bridle’s view that ‘Beyond that which we are incapable of 

visualising is that which we are incapable of even understanding’18 which claims that the 

complexity of these systems is just too difficult for people to grasp. And again, Bridle questions 

‘new models of thought produced by machines – decisions and consequences that we do not 

understand, because they are produced by cognitive processes utterly unlike our own?’19 Bridle 

is sceptical of completely understanding these progressions in digital technology as they 

contrast the way human brains think and analyse. However, when linking back to the bias of 

computers being caused by humans there are surely similarities that just haven’t been spotted. 

The argument of Rushkoff is that the only way to move forward in this digital age is to keep 

trying and learning to understand these digital processes.  

 

 

 
15 Rushkoff, Douglas, ‘Program or be Programmed: Ten commands for a digital age’, p. 140 
16 Dunne, Anthony & Raby, Fiona, ‘Speculative Everything: Design, Fiction and Social Dreaming’ p. 35 
17 Crowder, James & Friess, Shelli & Ncc, Ma, ‘Artificial Psychology: The Psychology of AI.’ 
18 Bridle, James, ‘Cognition’, in New Dark Age: Technology and the End of the Future, p. 148 

19 Bridle, James, ‘Cognition’, in New Dark Age: Technology and the End of the Future, p. 146 
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(Fig. 1. Andreas Refsgaard: An algorithm watching a movie trailer. 2017 Source: 

https://andreasrefsgaard.dk/project/an-algorithm-watching-a-movie-trailer/) 

 

Despite Bridle’s more sinister outlooks and predictions for the near digital future, he has stated 

that ‘through cooperative play rather than post hoc analysis, we might gain a deeper insight 

into the way in which complex machines make their decisions.’20 The only way for creatives 

to move forward in a digital age is to accept these new technological processes as new tools 

and rather than being fearful it is vital to be sceptical while also being curious. Looking at the 

processes of computers and their potential, it is essential that ‘an approach which draws on the 

respective skills of humans and machines as required, rather than pitting one against the 

other.’21 This is shown in (fig.1) a project created by Andreas Refsgaard, an Interaction 

Designer based in Copenhagen, who scanned a movie trailer through AI to portray how a 

computer may view moving image. The trailer plays out only showing rectangles of people 

and things that the algorithm has spotted. This is a very playful way to tackle machine learning 

and through these experimentations it will become much easier to work alongside machines in 

order to create new and playful works.  

 

In conclusion, it is evident that James Bridle’s ‘Cognition’, in ‘New Dark Age: Technology and 

the End of the Future’ explores new digital processes such as machine learning and Artificial 

Intelligence in great detail and on a wide scale. The benefits of this source are that Bridle stayed 

 
20 Bridle, James, ‘Cognition’, in New Dark Age: Technology and the End of the Future, p. 160 
21 Bridle, James, ‘Cognition’, in New Dark Age: Technology and the End of the Future, p. 160 
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mostly neutral in the writing and supported all the arguments with extensive, well researched 

but at the same time interesting, facts. I explored how this source is progressive and provided 

sources of the same opinions and closely similar arguments as well as challenging some of 

Bridle’s more dystopian ideas. This source review mentioned digital technology bias and how 

computer processes have been influenced by human history as well as analysing how digital 

technology could be used as a tool for designers and artists in a creative way. Overall, it is 

extremely important to stay vigilant and sceptical of the new technologies being formed around 

us and creating limits however, it is also vital that people don’t allow fear to prevent them from 

learning and creating in the digital arts.  
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