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DIGITAL SOCIETY AS “A SNEER OF HISTORY”
Abstract

The article examines digital society from a historiosophical point of view using such Hegel’s cat-
egory as universal world irony. It is stated that the implementation of the Modern project based 
on the principles of rationalism and anthropocentrism has led to the threat of dehumanization 
of society and desocialization of a human. The digital society is interpreted as the result of a 
specifi c social practice with relevant actors and goals. The origins of the technocratic develop-
ment of society are found in the sphere of politics and the constructive-projective attitude 
towards society and a human, characteristic of the Enlightenment ideology. The example of the 
education sector illustrates that criticism and denial of traditional institutions and forms of social 
communication are explained by the impossibility of subjecting them to complete digitalization 
and, accordingly, to the process of political and bureaucratic control. Hegel’s “irony of history” 
manifested itself in the fact that science, emancipated from religion and philosophy, within 
the framework of modern digital reality, obediently turns into “a maidservant” of technology 
and technocrats. 
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1. Introduction

The title of this article refl ects the 
goal of considering the modern 
stage of civilization development 

from a historiosophical point of view, 
which presupposes not only a broad 
chronological framework for studying the 
origins of this or that phenomenon, but, 
above all, consideration of the problem 
in the context of questions about the 
purpose and meaning of human exis-
tence and the history of humankind in 
general. But the description and evalua-
tion of modern society as a digital (post-
industrial, information) one is based on 
the idea (more precisely, prejudice) of 
technological determinism, which, by 
the “irony of history”, acquires a special 
kind of fatalism and even hidden quasi-

religious eschatologism. It can be argued 
that this fatalism, clothed in scientifi c and 
technical terminology, is a simulacrum 
and a rudiment of previous historio-
sophical ideas about the providence of 
God, the end of the world, etc. An “iron” 
consistent pattern appears — if a person 
does not believe in something sublimely 
transcendent, absolute, then a person 
starts to worship the idols of science and 
technology of our time. Amazing digital 
technologies fascinate and entice in the 
traditional meaning of these words. The 
term “digital madness” has appeared in 
the speech of intellectuals, along with 
the already popular phrases such as “ob-
session with gadgets”, “digital addiction”, 
“digital dementia”, etc. [12].
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2. Modern technocratic era in the light 
of philosophy 

It is appropriate to recall Hegel, his 
concept of universal world irony, which 
“admits the truth of what is immediately 
taken to be true, but only in order to reveal 
that inner destruction that is contained in 
these same assumptions” [6. — P.�45]. In 
recent times much has been said about the 
Socratic irony which, like all dialectic, gives 
force to what is — taken immediately, 
but only in order to allow the dissolution 
inherent in it to come to pass; and we may 
call this the universal irony of the world. 
The modern era should be viewed in the 
context of a general background — the 
“sarcastic grin” of history over the anthro-
pocentric and self-confi dent rationalism 
of the Enlightenment. Descartes’s quote 
“I think, therefore, I am” already contained 
in itself the danger, not envisioned by 
Cartesius himself, of reducing human con-
sciousness only to intellect, the owner of 
which, as it turned out, could be not only 
a human, but also a machine. F.� Bacon’s 
optimistic thesis “Knowledge is power” 
means knowledge that a person discovers 
and uses. But in modern conditions, when 
artifi cial intelligence (AI) will be the bearer 
and producer of this knowledge, this the-
sis acquires a completely diff erent, rather 
sinister character — scientifi c knowledge 
has become a powerful force, but out of 
human control.

Modern scholars have been actively 
involved in the process of construct-
ing various scenarios of the “end of the 
world” — nuclear war, environmental 
disaster, biotechnology which has come 
out of control, etc.; the question of how 
to preserve the accumulated knowledge 
for future civilizations after the death of 
modern humanity is being discussed [8]. 
The “quiet” version of the end of the world 
is contained in the descriptions of the 
state of society, human and nature (more 
precisely, “post-society”, “post-human”, 
“post-nature”) after the onset of the so-
called “point of technological singularity”. 
History is exactly “grinning” at secularized 
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humanism, the proclamation of a human 
as the highest value, since in the near fu-
ture AI will signifi cantly surpass a human 
one, technology will begin to reproduce 
and improve itself, and the only way for 
a person to preserve himself or herself in 
this new technological reality is to stop 
being a human. The era of “post-human” 
is coming: “Post-human is a person modi-
fi ed with the help of the latest and future 
technologies to such an extent that from 
the modern conventional point of view, it 
is no longer a human ... Post-humans may 
be completely artifi cial creatures (based 
on artifi cial intelligence) or the outcome 
of a large number of changes and improve-
ments in human or transhuman biology. 
Some post-humans may even fi nd it use-
ful to give up their own body and live as 
information structures in giant super-fast 
computer networks.” [11].

It is more tactful to talk about a simpli-
fi ed, pragmatic-handicraft perception of 
the ideas of the Enlightenment thinkers, 
whose worldview was more complex and 
multidimensional in comparison with the 
fl at consciousness of modern scientists 
and technocrats. It turned out that the 
“energetic” source of the Enlightenment 
humanistic ideology was the former reli-
gious worldview, the grounds and horizon 
of which did not disappear immediately. 
Voltaire could still claim that he meets 
with God, nods his head to him, but does 
not talk to him. In the 19th century, when 
the religious source of the worldview be-
gan to dry out and acquired only a formal 
character, F. Nietzsche diagnosed “God is 
dead”. This means that Hegel’s prediction 
concerning the end of world history with 
the establishment of the dominance of 
Reason was not justifi ed; in his philosophi-
cal system, it was not supposed to abolish 
religion, but its unity with art in the bosom 
of the Absolute Idea [5. — P.�393].

In recent decades, in Russia as a 
country of incomplete modernization 
(an archemodern society as A.� Dugin 
describes), one could personally observe 
the completion of this process of “dying 
of God”, that is, “soul deprivation” and 
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“despiritualization” the very fabric of 

social life. The idea of science as a temple 

of knowledge and a place of selfl ess ser-

vice to the Truth has disappeared, and 

education has ceased to be perceived 

as a sphere where “rational, good, and 

eternal are being sown.” B.V.� Markov 

writes: “Comparing modern pedagogi-

cal practices with the ancient forms of 

mentoring and teaching, one cannot but 

note the loss of the complex technique 

of transferring traditions and life experi-

ence, as well as the awakening and inten-

sifi cation of higher spiritual states and 

insights.” [10. — P.�19–20]. On the whole, 

it became obvious that the Modern proj-

ect, having been implemented in the last 

three centuries, turned out to have not 

just other, but in many respects opposite 

results. Representatives of this trend of 

philosophical and socio-political thought 

would not see in modern society the 

embodiment of their ideas about human-

ism (human-centrism) and rational social 

organization. A typical representative of 

postmodern society, who enthusiastically 

plunges into the world of digital services 

and goods, is rather a parody of the ideal 

of a comprehensively and harmoniously 

developed person.

The digital society did not arise in the 

process of the objective and inevitable 

development of science and technology, 

but has become the result of a certain 

practice with corresponding subjects and 

goals. P.� Bourdieu, a French sociologist 

noted: “We are facing the politics of glo-

balization. (I am talking particularly about 

the “politics of globalization”, and not just 

about “globalization”, as if it were a natu-

ral process)” [4]. It is also legitimate to say 

that there is no digital reality, but there is 

politics of digitalization. The technocratic 

origins of the societal development are 

to be sought in political practice, which 

is authentic to the spirit of the Modern 

project, its methodology. It turned out 

that neither a human nor freedom lie 

at the basis of this project, but “the will 

to power”, a constructive and projective 

attitude towards society and a human. 

The most crucial factor of modern social 

existence and technology of power has be-

come the deliberate immersion of people 

in a state of feverish consumption of in-

novative achievements so that a person 

has lost the very ability to pose and seek 

answers to fundamental (historiosophi-

cal, metaphysical) questions of existence. 

Therefore, giving a diagnosis to modern 

society, J. Baudrillard attaches particular 

importance to such a mass phenomenon 

as “fascination”; this word takes on not 

only its direct meaning, but also others, 

namely hypnosis, blinding and even zom-

bie [2. — С.�11–12, 274]. The philosopher 

writes: “Consumerist man regards enjoy-

ment as an obligation; he sees himself as 

an enjoyment and satisfaction business. 

He sees it as his duty to be happy, loving, 

adulating/adulated, charming/charmed, 

participative, euphoric and dynamic” 

[1. — P.�110].

Even such a respectable representative 

of the American establishment as A.�Gore 

admits: “We seem to increasingly strive to 

dissolve in an abundance of forms of cul-

ture, society, technology, media, as well 

as modes of production and consumption, 

but we pay for all this with the loss of our 

spiritual life” [7. — P.�243]. The former vice 

president of the United States off ers an 

eerie but permissible comparison of mod-

ern Western society to a collective drug 

addict who continues to obey his passion, 

even after his body has already begun 

to deteriorate. If “natural organs” such 

as traditional values, institutions, forms 

of communication are being destroyed, 

then it is proposed to replace them with 

artifi cial (digitized) surrogates.

In order to avoid the accusation of 

“thickening the colors”, we will cite as an 

example excerpts from the report “The 

Future of Education: Global Agenda”, 

which claims to be scientifi c. In this text, 

the immanent human need for self-

development is imperatively associated 

with the transformation of the body into 

an “interface for interacting with the 
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digital environment.” The formation of 

the so-called “hybrid personality, com-

bining artifi cial and natural components 

within the nervous system with artifi cial 

components, including cloud ones,” is be-

ing predicted. The authors of the report 

confi dently state: “It is obvious that for 

such hybrid individuals the very idea of 

learning is fundamentally changing — for 

example, it is possible to quickly load a 

skill or knowledge into the “artifi cial” part, 

and they will immediately be available to 

the “natural” part (...) With the advent 

of direct loading of experience into the 

nervous system of “hybrid personalities”, 

“forests of consciousness” and other phe-

nomena, it becomes meaningless to talk 

about pedagogy in its current meaning. 

Therefore, we consider the “cognitive 

revolution” and its culmination — the 

neuronet (the next generation Internet 

based on neurointerfaces) as technolo-

gies that “close” the development of the 

current cycle of high-tech pedagogy” [3].

This kind of predictions of the peda-

gogy “progress” is based on sophistry, 

a rough substitution of concepts — the 

formation of a personality and the peda-

gogical process are identifi ed with the 

technical process of downloading infor-

mation fi les, which is comprehensible for 

programmers. A personality is always the 

result of self-understanding, self-assim-

ilation of information about the world 

around us, which for all people (including 

scientists and IT programmers) is equally 

endless, unpredictable, mysterious and, 

fi nally, dangerous. In social communica-

tion, including pedagogical one, there is 

an interaction of diff erent by the level of 

development and awareness yet autono-

mous consciousnesses and corresponding 

worldviews. Ideally, a teacher should not 

place a student’s consciousness inside 

his or her worldview, but is called upon 

to help a student form his or her own 

one. Interaction, combination, collision 

of individual worldviews take place in 

various forms of social communication. 

Even such phenomena as “suggestion”, 
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“suppression of the will”, “manipulation 

of consciousness”, “group consciousness”, 

“mass psychology of the masses”, etc. 

are to be considered as characteristics 

of the interaction process of individual 

consciousnesses.

No matter how hierarchically society is 

organized, the very fact of the presence 

of autonomous consciousnesses and the 

ability of a person to form his or her own 

worldview contains the prerequisite for 

independent thinking. But isn’t it pos-

sible to develop a scientistic-technocratic 

utopia and bring it to life when these 

axioms of social existence and the laws 

of the individual functioning and social 

consciousness are being neutralized, in 

particular, this right and the ability of 

the individual to form his or her own 

worldview in consciousness are disap-

pearing? It turns out that amazing and 

constantly evolving information tech-

nology can be used to achieve this goal. 

The word “worldview” implicitly contains 

the idea that there is a common world 

for everyone, including a scientist and a 

layperson, a programmer and a consumer 

of digital services, within which they are 

equally exist. From the point of view of 

epistemology, this means that no one 

has the right to metanarrative in relation 

to the world as a whole, to its complete 

comprehension and description. But in 

the XVII-XVIII centuries natural and tech-

nical sciences arose, which not only made 

amazing discoveries and started forming 

a rational scientifi c worldview, but also 

infl uenced all spheres of social life. M. 

Heidegger proves that the worldview that 

emerged in the Age of Enlightenment 

has a metaphysical (or antimetaphysical, 

nihilistic, but still associated with meta-

physics) basis. “Machine technology is 

itself an autonomous transformation of 

praxis, a type of transformation wherein 

praxis fi rst demands the employment of 

mathematical physical science. Machine 

technology remains up to now the most 

visible outgrowth of the essence of mod-

ern technology, which is identical with 
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the essence of modern metaphysics” 

[13. — P.�41].

Within a special scientifi c discourse, a 

corporate metanarrative is needed, i.e. a 

general and unifi ed system of signs, sym-

bols, categories, axioms. During the last 

three centuries, the “scientistic tempta-

tion” has been embodied in life aiming 

at a universal character to a specifi c type 

of scientifi c knowledge and replacing all 

other types. Replacing God, Artifi cial Su-

per Intelligence (ASI) is granting a human 

being a new world of previously unseen 

opportunities; “art projects” instead of 

works of art as the products of artists’ 

creative inspiration; a “smart machine for 

housing “ instead of a home as a micro-

verse being built by the person himself or 

herself and so on. However, the “specifi cs” 

of this utopia is that scientists put them-

selves in the position of metanarrative 

bearers and place society and a human 

inside their worldview, i.e. the worldview 

created by them. They suggest everyone 

else not their own “worldview” (such an 

honest statement of the question pre-

supposes the recognition of its inevitable 

limitation, “partialness”), but “the world as 

a view.”  M. Heidegger writes about this: 

“Where the world becomes picture, what 

is, in entirety, is juxtaposed as that for 

which man is prepared and which, corre-

spondingly, he therefore intends to bring 

before himself and have before himself, 

and consequently intends in a decisive 

sense to set in place before himself. Hense 

world picture, when understood essen-

tially, does not mean a picture of the world 

but the world conceived and grasped as 

picture” [13. — P.� 49]. It becomes clear 

that soon full immersion of a person in the 

virtual world is the logical completion of 

this world projection as a view. But from 

a political point of view, it is important 

that those who will create conditions for 

the functioning of this virtual world will 

not be fully immersed into it themselves.

The above judgments of M. Heidegger 

were expressed about eighty years ago, 

but they sound even more relevant today. 

The dynamics and forms of imperative 

and authoritarian implementation of 

technotronic innovations look absurd: 

everlasting problems, for example, in the 

spheres of social communication or educa-

tion, are not solved with the help of new 

technical means, but these problems are 

transformed (as a rule, in the direction 

of their simplifi cation) in such a way that 

they can be solved by technical means. At 

the beginning a computer had appeared, 

and only after that programmed training 

was invented, in which a text had become 

not only a means of preliminary (primary) 

control of knowledge, but a form of as-

similation of educational material, which 

was to be transformed for this form of 

control and knowledge assimilation. 

Therefore, the deconstruction of the tradi-

tional education system criticism makes it 

possible to understand that this system for 

the “progressives” is not outdated, but too 

complicated, and not amenable to program-

ming and “digitization”.

3. Pedagogy and education in the 
modern technocratic era 

In pedagogy, the problem has always 

been posed: “How to teach to analyze 

and assimilate information indepen-

dently by yourself?”; the achievement 

of this goal, of course, also presupposed 

the acquisition of essentially technical 

skills in fi nding the necessary informa-

tion (source studies, bibliography, etc.) 

by the student. But progress in modern 

education is associated primarily with 

the development of this (necessary, 

but not the main) aspect of educational 

and research activities. Therefore, the 

above mentioned forecast about the 

emergence of a new pedagogy arises, in 

which the teacher will simply “load” the 

content of the subjects into the student’s 

consciousness. The alarming and obvious 

fi ndings that the modern student loses 

the ability to recall information from 

memory that he has become familiar 

with in the past are confronted with the 
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following objection: this is not necessary, 

it is important that the learner knows the 

source of this information. The pretext 

of the increased amount of information 

is sly, because the problem has arisen 

that information ceases to be perceived, 

but it is only “loading” mechanically 

into memory and also removing from 

it easily in the same way. Therefore, K. 

Lorenz successfully joked: “An expert is 

one who knows more and more about 

less and less until he knows absolutely 

everything about nothing”. At the end of 

this aphorism, the founder of ethology, 

as it were, foresaw the emergence of 

the “post-human” (“hybrid personality”) 

project, into the artifi cial components 

of which it would be possible to load the 

contents of all large libraries; then this 

“something” will “know everything about 

nothing.”

The right of a person to form his or 

her own worldview is at the same time a 

burden, since it implies not only an aware-

ness of the orderliness and laws of this 

world, but also a courageous recognition 

of its tragedy and danger. What kind of 

danger are we talking about? At the very 

least, there must be dualism in thinking. 

On the one hand, the ability to take into 

account the innovations arising in society, 

to take part in their development and 

positive use. But, on the other hand, the 

biblical “There is nothing new under the 

sun!” is always relevant; the deep mean-

ing of these words is a warning against 

complete immersion in the hustle and 

bustle of everyday life. The problems of 

human existence, including those related 

to the relationship between good and 

evil, freedom and responsibility, etc. re-

main essentially unchanged. The develop-

ment of civilization leads to the fact that 

the new external conditions of human 

existence do not allow completely re-

peating the forms and methods of solving 

these problems of our ancestors, but the 

scale for evaluating human life remains 

unchanged. An educated person does 

not allow himself or herself to fall into 
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the “prejudice of progress,” based on the 

conviction that the emergence of new 

conditions and means of social existence, 

allegedly, predetermines the emergence 

of a fundamentally new type of person 

and society. The forms and directions of 

the modern education “development” 

serve as an example of how the introduc-

tion of innovative technologies emascu-

lates and displaces culture. For millennia, 

a lively dialogue between a teacher and 

a learner, the events of their interaction 

and communication have been the con-

stant and the core of upbringing and edu-

cation. Entering a school presupposed a 

conversation between a teacher and an 

applicant in order to fi nd out his or her 

ability to become a participant in a special 

dialogue in the future, the content and 

forms of which are predetermined by the 

specialization of a school. The essence 

of the fi nal examinations was not just 

about identifying knowledge, but fi nd-

ing out — “Has this graduate become a 

competent participant in a special cor-

porate dialogue — physicists, chemists, 

historians, philologists, lawyers, etc.” The 

emergence of such a science as pedagogy 

made it possible to detail various aspects 

of education as a special discourse of a 

teacher and a student, i.e. content, forms 

and methods. School facilities, such as 

buildings, furniture, equipment, material 

carriers of information, etc. were also 

singled out as an additional element of 

the educational process, ensuring its 

external conditions It would have been 

absurd to put in the fi rst place the means 

of teaching in this list of elements of the 

educational process, under which not 

only the forms and methods of educa-

tion, but even the content of disciplines 

should have been transformed. But ex-

actly this absurd scenario of “progress” 

is being realized at present. Back in 1979 

J.F.�Lyotard wrote: “The nature of knowl-

edge cannot survive unchanged within 

this context of general transformation. It 

can fi t into the new channels, and become 

operational, only if learning is translated 
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into quantities of information. We can 
predict that anything in the constituted 
body of knowledge that is not trans-
latable in this way will be abandoned 
and that the direction of new research 
will be dictated by the possibility of its 
eventual results being translatable into 
computer language”. [9. — P.� 16]. The 
“implementers” of innovative technolo-
gies themselves are like “appendages” 
of machines, inexorably demanding from 
teachers and instructors to provide only 
the functionality and operation of the ed-
ucational process. A French philosopher 
drew attention to this totalitarian style of 
introducing innovations in a postmodern 
society forty years ago: “In   matters of 
social justice and of scientifi c truth alike, 
the legitimation of that power is based 
on its optimizing the system’s perfor-
mance effi  ciency .The application of this 
criterion to all of our games necessarily 
entails a certain level of terror, whether 
soft or hard: be operational (that is, com-
mensurable) or disappear” [9. — P.�11]. 

4. Conclusion

In conclusion, we point out that a con-
sistent pattern appeared in the evolution 
of the new European logos, which resulted 
in a modern technotronic (digital) society. 
This pattern is expressed in Schiller’s play 
“The Fiesco Conspiracy in Genoa” — “The 
Moor has done his work—the Moor can 
go”. At the beginning, philosophy aban-
doned the status of “the maidservant of 
theology”, then, science that emerged 
from philosophy declared that it did not 
need philosophy, and now science, eman-
cipated from theology and philosophy, 
is meekly becoming “the maidservant of 
technology.” This whole process was origi-
nally based on the sublime principle of 
humanism and the cult of the human mind. 
But in the near future, reaching “the point 
of technological singularity” will raise the 
question of whether a human himself is 
needed in this new technotronic reality 
or not. We admit that this is no longer the 
Hegelian “irony of history”, but its evil and 
malicious “sneer”.
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