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Abstract: 

 

Since the 18th century, when it was still a current political term, a certain strand of Whig history 

has been accompanying the Western narrative of enlightenment, technological innovation and 

civic liberation; namely that these different phenomena are all aspects of the same process of 

societal transformation we call “modernization”. Western democracy, capitalism and liberty 

became so intimately entangled with Western technological leadership, industrial dominance and 

commercial success that by the end of the 20th century, prophets of the Western Way came to 

proclaim that history had arrived at its terminus and from now on the inevitable unfolding of a 

liberal, democratic, capitalist global order was as inevitable as the staggering spread of Western 

technological advantage’s last child: the internet.  

 

Ever since Vasco da Gama’s ships blew the Muslim fleet out of the Indian Ocean trade, the West 

has rested assured that its technological advantage, its industrial head start and its control of the 

terms of global trade would ensure the eventual global spread of western values of democracy, 

liberty and freedom. The lessons of the darkest hours of the 20th century remained unlearned, the 

counterblow came after the turn of the millennium. Since then China, Putin’s Russia and assorted 

other contenders, amongst them an ever economically more successful but societally radically 

backwards Saudi Arabia and the world’s second largest populace re-electing religious nationalists, 

have darkened the prospect. The Arab spring based on handheld devices had faltered and left us 

with the Syrian nightmare. The Ukrainian Revolution of Dignity has left the country divided. The 

iron heel in the end proved more powerful than the velvet revolution. It is time to re-examine the 

link between technological innovation and societal transformation once more.  

 

Taking our clues from the pages of history, this article examines several seminal technological-

social innovations and consequent societal transformations from antiquity to the present under the 

lense of social empowerment and liberation. It first poses the question what enduring outcomes of 

technological and social innovation shaped the subsequent social transformation. Second in how 

far this transformation contributed to the empowerment, adaptive capacities and liberation of 

specific social groups. Thirdly how these groups obtained, explored and developed the affordances 

of new technologies in order to empower and liberate themselves. Finally, what the unintended 

side-effects of these innovations have been and to what extent the ability of certain groups to use 

these technologies to their advantage compares to risk for others to suffer detrimental effects. 

Examples have been selected with a bias towards developments that are popularly understood as 

“liberating” in themselves or preparing the way for a more liberal order to come.  
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