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 Ted Talks 
If it is the work of a madman, then 

the writings of many political 
philosophers are scarcely more sane. 

James Q. Wilson on the ‘Manifesto’

FIRST OF ALL, LET’S GET THE 
obligatory disclaimers out of the way: 
   Theodore John Kaczynski—AKA the 
‘Unabomber’—is (or perhaps by the time 
you are reading this, was) a cold-blooded 
murderer, responsible for the deaths of three 
innocent people and the injury of 23 others, 
a series of heinous crimes for which he was 
justifiably sentenced in 1998 to eight life 
sentences without the possibility of parole. 
   Incarcerated in a maximum security 
prison—at least until his transfer in 2021 for 
health reasons—Kaczynski may well be 
dead by now, and if he is, few if any people 
are likely to mourn his passing. 

   Still, all this has little to do with the 
35, 000-word ‘manifesto’ Kaczynski 
authored outlining his motive for the 
bombings: Industrial Society and Its Future.
Few people have bothered to read this 
bloated, rather poorly written critique of 
modern society and technology—and 
understandably so, since it can be argued 
that doing so rewards its author with 
undeserved recognition and attention. 
   But in dismissing the manifesto outright, 
they remain unaware that not only did the 
‘celebrated Mr. K’ make some dystopian 
predictions that have since proven to be 
startlingly prescient, but that—provided 
they could wade through the leaden 
language and repetitive academic jargon 
that weighs down the essay—the average 
person would probably find himself in 
agreement with most of its content.



      Many people in history have made 
positive contributions to society, while also 
being guilty of crimes, including murder. 
Some historians suspect Thomas Edison had 
Louis Le Prince—the real inventor of 
motion pictures—eliminated in 1890, as 
well as later, his son, who was scheduled to 
testify against Edison. (Ironically, another 
Edison competitor, Eadweard Muybridge, 
admitted to killing his wife’s lover in 1874.)
   So in the interest of not confusing the Man 
with his Manifesto, let’s take a brief look at 
what Kaczynski actually had to say, and not 
the diabolical means he used to get it read.
   The overriding premise of the manifesto is 
that technological progress is carrying the 
world into an inevitable, irreversible disaster.
Technology has undeniably brought many 
positive and wonderful things to the world, 
but too often the cost of this progress is 
dismissed or overlooked, particularly in 
regard to its impact on the natural world.   
   After decades of halting, half-hearted 
attention to this accumulating danger, it 
does seem that the world is beginning to 
accept that the situation has become critical.
   Kaczynski’s critique of technology, like 
that of Ivan Illych, E. F. Schumacher, Lewis 
Mumford, and many other ‘neo-Luddites’ 
before him (indeed to the original Luddites 
themselves) is really a critique of power. 
   Advanced (as opposed to small-scale) 
technologies often take tools and processes 
out of the hands of individuals, and place 
them in the hands of large organizations, 
which are beyond the influence or control of 
individuals or even groups of individuals.
   As a result, individuals surrender their 
power and autonomy and become parts of a 
giant machine, and it’s difficult to argue that 
this hasn’t become the case in our modern, 
high-tech, massively networked world.

   The second major premise is that only the 
collapse of technological civilization can 
avert disaster. This is, of course, debatable, 
but Kaczynski makes a strong case for the 
claim, noting that ironically, technology 
may in fact bring about its own end.
   We may in fact already be in the early 
stages of widespread economic and social 
collapse, accompanied by multiple severe 
environmental crises, neither of which the 
authoritarians in power seem able to prevent. 
Indeed, they might be secretly welcoming 
them in order to increase their power.
   The last part of the manifesto is dedicated 
to Kaczynski’s solution to the problems 
created by technological society, and this is 
where he undeniably goes off the rails.
   A revolutionary political movement is one 
thing; violent revolution is another. And 
even if violence was indeed the only solution, 
society is so dependent on technology that 
any attempt to disrupt everyday life would 
only incur universal wrath against the 
perpetrators, rendering it counter-productive.   
   As a former mathematician who no doubt 
knows something about probability and 
game theory, Kaczynski seems to have 
failed to ‘do the math’ on this crucial point.
   The manifesto certainly explores issues 
that society urgently needs to address, but 
there is little in it that hasn’t been said more 
rationally and eloquently (if perhaps not as 
passionately) by others—notably Bill Joy, in 
Why the Future Doesn’t Need Us (2000).  
   In his essay, Joy recounts showing various 
friends excerpts of Kaczynski’s manifesto, 
challenging the many who said they agreed 
with its sentiments to identify the source. 
   Needless to say, most were shocked when 
told they were the words of a man who had 
committed several unpardonable murders in 
pursuit of his arguably lofty ideals. ◾


