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The Age of Robots Magazine reports on the latest 
developments in science and technology that will have 
significant implications for life in the future.  Futurists 

call these developments “scanning hits” or “weak signals”.  
Just like lookouts or scouts, futurists scan the horizon for 
signs of change—events or new pieces of information that 
could change the future.  These hits are usually weak, 
however, since they are generally not powerful enough to 
change the future right away.  Strong signals, on the other 
hand, leave no doubt that they are changing the future 
as we speak, be they trends like climate change or more 
powerful AI, or events like 9-11.

Whether strong or weak, these signals have 
consequences, and that is what this new column is about.  
We all know the obvious consequences.  A new home test 
kit for kidney nephritis means fewer trips to the hospital 
and better monitoring for those with that condition.  But is 
that all?  Marshall McLuhan pointed out that consequences 
come in various ways, particularly positive ones that improve 
some capability we have or even create new capabilities 
and negative ones that diminish or even eliminate others.  
What is more, he claimed that every change has some of 
both.  Most people are prone to think about the positive 
contributions of technology and less so of the neutral or 
even negative consequences.  As a result, futurists are 
doing their job when they point out both.  But they 
are often criticized for only talking about the negative 
since most people are initially thinking positively 
about technology.  The futurists purpose is not to be 
excessively negative, but to temper over-optimism with 
a little dose of something else.

The most interesting consequences are those that we 
did not see coming or that produce some version of the 
opposite of what was intended.  A recent example has to do 
with Facebook.  According to Mark Zuckerberg, Facebook’s 
mission is to “connect the world”,  and they achieve that to 
a large extent.  Long-lost friends and classmates are now 
connected across their vast network.  But one ingredient in 
the mix of Facebook features—personalized advertising—
creates a troubling consequence that was completely 
unintended or even unanticipated.  As we know, Facebook 
targets ads based on our online behavior that reveals our 
desires and values.  That’s a good thing because who wants 
see ads for fishing tackle if you don’t fish?  But the Facebook 
algorithm begins to learn what we like when we click on 

an ad or a news item with a point of view—and it gives us 
more of that the next time.  The customization becomes 
ever more refined over time so that everything we see 
carries that point of view.  

Consequently we think we are getting “the news”, but 
we are only getting one portion of the news, the part we 
like or agree with.  We gradually lose sight of other points of 
view to the point that other points of view don’t exist at all 
(at least in our own minds).  We are living in a perspective 
created by the ultimate consumer service giving us exactly, 
and sometimes exclusively, what we want.  No wonder we 
can’t talk to each other about important topics.  We are 
literally speaking another language.

In this column, we will explore the consequences of 
emerging technology reported in this magazine. But to start 
with I will introduce myself by way of a short interview 
coming up next.

– Dr. Peter Bishop
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Dr. Peter Bishop talks about 
his history in futures studies 

and teaching the next 
generation foresight.

Dr. Peter Bishop Interview



Early years at the University of Houston–Clear Lake
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Futurists work in an occupation that emerged I would 
say in the 1960s in the US and a little bit earlier than 
that in Europe. Futurists are people who deal with 

change and particularly long-term change. A lot of people 
deal with change in the short term—economists, market 
researchers, folks like that, and they have an outlook of 1 
to 2 years generally. You ask an economist what’s going 
to happen in 5 years and they pretty well say, “well, my 
models don’t go out that far and therefore I can’t say,” so 
that’s where the futurist comes in and looks 5, 10, 15, 
even 50 years ahead. We’re trying to imagine what could 
happen so that people can begin to grasp a future that will 
be different than the present and that they will be aware 
that it will not be useful for them to simply stay the way 
they’ve been. 

I came to the University of Houston-Clear Lake in 1976 
to teach sociology and statistics. I was interested in social 
change, but for some academic reasons, sociologists don’t 
have the time to study long term change because they can’t 
get publications and they can’t get data and they have to 
have data to be able to publish—It’s kind of an academic 
problem. So I was doing sociology, more or less traditional 
sociology, which is called cross-sectional—you do surveys, 
you can get a publication out, you’re doing a laboratory 
experiment and get a publication out. You can’t wait 10 
years for data because then you don’t get your dissertation 
done. 

So I was interested in social change. The University of 
Houston-Clear Lake, which is a branch campus of the 
University of Houston, had established a program called 

Studies of the Future in 1975. Futures was very hot at that 
time. This was the time of Alvin Toffler,  Paul Ehrlick, Herman 
Kahn, The Limits to Growth, there was a lot of discussion of 
what was going on in the future. They said, “Well, we teach 
about the past, why don’t we teach about the future?” And 
so they had the opportunity as a brand new university to 
set up all kinds of unusual degree programs, which were 
marvelous to start off with. The only one that really survived, 
for almost 30 years, was this futures degree because they 
hired two very qualified faculty members to establish it, 
after which I then took it over and ran it for 30 years.



Dr. Peter Bishop

Bi
gs

to
ck

.c
om

/m
on

ke
yb

us
in

es
sim

ag
es

PAGE

118

AGE OF ROBOTS
Volume 2 Issue 1

I retired in 2013 and founded an organization called Teach 
The Future. I had been teaching graduate students and 
giving seminars, training programs, public speeches, you 
name it.  When I retired, I realized that I was only talking 
to adults and that nobody was talking to young people. In 
one sense it’s more their future than ours. We teach a lot 
about the past in school. Almost every grade that students 
go through, they take history classes, which is fine, they 
should. But the story stops (not even in the present it 
usually stops about 40 years before the present) because 
that’s how far the teacher gets in the semester. Nobody 
was talking to students about their future, about how the 
world could be different, preparing them for those kinds of 
things. 

So our approach is to say that there is 1 story with 3 
chapters; past, present, and future.  And that we should 
think of ourselves as an episode in that story, we’re a scene, 
we’re an act.  What are we doing in that act, both in terms 
of what are we getting from previous generations and what 
are we giving, both good and bad, to future generations? 
And how could that be different? That’s the kind of view 
I find very opening and very liberating today because this 
is not the end of the story. There are still chapters yet to 
come. We don’t know what these chapters will be exactly, 
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but we can talk about them, we can discuss them and we 
can anticipate them. 

There have been significant societal disruptions throughout 
history  and particularly in the area of communication. The 
invention of writing really allowed for the creation of what 
we now think of as organized society in terms of the empires 
of the past. Because with writing you could actually govern 
at a distance, you could communicate at a distance with 
the printing press, the telephone, telegraph, broadcast 
media, all of these things were extremely important and 
each one in its own way created a revolution in society. I 
think we are on the verge of another revolution beginning 
with the communication over the internet and now with 
machines becoming smarter and learning—we’re on the 
cusp of another amazing transformation. 

The advancement of machine learning is a perfect futures 
topic because nobody knows what’s going to happen. This 
could go in so many different ways. I just heard a discussion 
on a podcast this morning about this topic and there are 
so many different positions and people articulate their 
positions extremely well. You Take Ray Kurtzweil who says 
machine learning is going to be great, there is no problem. 
And then you take Elon Musk who says, no, no, no! And 

Stephen Hawking who’s also saying this is the end of the 
human race as we know it. There are plausible arguments 
to be made in all of these positions, so it’s a perfect futures 
topic to think about, and talk about. 

If the robots become the workers what do we do? Well 
this has happened already, this started in the 1970s and 
the 1980s with very simple machines. When you used 
to go to a restaurant, people had to take orders, they 
had to cook and so on. You go to McDonald’s now and 
there’s somebody, who may not even  have a high school 
education, and they’re pushing buttons but the machine is 
doing all the rest (and now digital kiosks are even replacing 
the cashiers).So there has been this deskilling of society. 

If you have machines that know how to design cars, build 
bridges, do accounting and finance, well that’s the deskilling 
of the professional class. And then what? Then what do we 
all do? How do we prepare for this? 

The one thing I don’t think we have seen quite yet, we 
may, is the ability for machines to handle the non-routine 
where creativity and the human capacity for ingenuity and 
discovery is absolutely crucial to being successful. 

One question, of course, is “Are there enough jobs in the 
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world to support a workforce of 4 or 5 billion people where creativity and 
ingenuity are at the core?” At least for right now, this is, I believe, the path to 
success. One has to be able to handle a job, whether it’s as an entrepreneur, as 
a sole proprietor, or even working for a big company. You have to be a unique 
person. You have to, Tom Peters called it the brand “You”, offer a value add 
that’s unique. So it’s about preparing to be unique and not being one of the 
mass because machines are taking over mass jobs. The Chinese took over mass 
jobs and now, in the long run, it’s automation and machines that will be doing 
most of the routine work in society. 

If you look at the history of work up until now, routine jobs where the bread and 
butter of the American middle class: salespeople, office people, factory people, 
construction people, they went to work and they did largely routine things. 
Most of the time they didn’t have to be creative. In fact, they were discouraged 
from being creative. There is going to come a time when machines will have 
taken way all of those jobs and the only way to earn a decent living is if you are 
creative. Are the school’s preparing our students for that? Unfortunately they 
are not and that to me is one of the tragedies of our time. I have great respect 
for the schools and the educational institutions. Most people don’t realize 
how hard it is to go into a classroom every single day and create a learning 
environment that is engaging, encouraging and effective. But the system itself 
has not recognized the need to go through a tremendous transformation in 
order to prepare students for the future. Because growing up, participating in 
civic life, is all going to be much different than it used to be.


