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Introduction 

It was an exquisite honor to have opened this conference on the theme of Global Digital 

Society: Impacts on Humanities and Social Sciences. The topic of disruptive technology 

and our calling could not have been more suitable for someone who works on 

international faculty development by leading the World Association for Online Education. 

At the same time, the author has worked for the impact to go the other way, from the 

Humanities and Social Sciences to new technologies, which tend to be rudderless or even 

dangerous unless guided by ethics, and, in education, pedagogy. 

This paper is a summary and extension of the Keynote Address conducted at the Faculty 

of Liberal Arts of Prince of Songkla University on May 2, 2019, not covering the whole 

presentation but with more detailed and additional references to clarify the principles 

involved. 

The presentation first raised questions: what are disruptive technologies, what are our 

choices in responding to them, and what technologies do Humanities and Social Sciences 

scholars or educators need to understand? Should we embrace the disruptiveness of new 

technologies as enthusiastically as those who tout change as always good, or who may 

profit from new ventures, unlike the vast majority of users? The keynote address 

therefore analyzed how beneficial or harmful disruptive technologies might be to people 

in various walks of life including education.  

In responding to technological advances, the choices faced by the scholar include 

ignoring, resisting, learning the basics necessary for career survival, keeping up with 

technologies used increasingly in one’s field, or empowering oneself by using cutting-

edge technologies in ways that are constructive, creative, and ethical. This presentation 
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thus introduced some technologies that educators need to understand, and some issues 

informing one’s response. The Keynote Address focused on principles, whereas the three-

hour Workshop on e-Learning and Mobile Language Learning, held in a computer lab, 

was more technical and hands-on, focusing on Web skills for active presence on the 

Internet. The Workshop has been summarized for a journal (McCarty, 2019). 

More specifically with regard to information and communication technologies (ICT), this 

presentation explored the impact of disruptive technologies on education, language 

learning, and other fields, welcoming questions. An academic perspective on ICT might 

not find much that is positive in disruptive business innovations, but some promising 

trends and choices were found for education. Finally, the keynote explored 

interdisciplinary areas and projects where the Humanities and Social Sciences intersect 

with ICT. Such interdisciplinarity can be constructive for the growing global digital 

society. 

 

The disruptiveness of innovations and new technologies 

Disruption normally has a negative meaning, the result of events such as natural disasters 

or accidents in a railway system. Events or changes that disrupt existing institutions in 

society can have harsh consequences, such as for employment. Techno-utopian 

influencers can defy common sense when they call for faith or investment in disruptive 

innovations, often involving big data. Harvard historian Jill Lepore takes a dim view of 

such colleagues, and explains as follows in an interview: 

That transformation, from facts to numbers to data, traces something else: the 

shifting prestige placed on different ways of knowing. Facts come from the realm 

of the humanities, numbers represent the social sciences, and data the natural 

sciences. When people talk about the decline of the humanities, they are actually 

talking about the rise and fall of the fact, as well as other factors. When people try 

to re-establish the prestige of the humanities with the digital humanities and large 

data sets, that is no longer the humanities. What humanists do comes from a 

different epistemological scale of a unit of knowledge. 
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Disruption emerges in the 1990s as progress without any obligation to notions of 

goodness. And so “disruptive innovation,” which became the buzzword of change 

in every realm in the first years of the 21st century, including higher education, is 

basically destroying things because we can and because there can be money made 

doing so. (Goldstein, 2018) 

Historian and author Yuval Noah Harari warns that people worldwide need to be ready 

for the accelerating changes brought about by advances in artificial intelligence (AI) and 

other disruptive technologies. Their increasing power and potential for misuse call for 

wise and ethical stewardship, which again ties into the theme of this paper:   

Disruptive technologies might change the very nature of humanity, and are 

therefore entangled with human beings’ deepest ethical and religious beliefs. … 

Technology has changed everything by creating a set of global threats to human 

existence that no nation can fight on its own. A common enemy is the best catalyst 

for forging a common identity, and humankind now has three such enemies – 

nuclear war, climate change and disruptive technology. … We need a new global 

identity, because national institutions are incapable of managing a set of 

unprecedented global challenges. We now have a global ecology, a global economy 

and a global science – but we are still stuck with only national politics … the only 

solution is to globalise politics.” (Harari, 2017) 

In another article Harari writes that economic growth now depends on inventing 

increasingly disruptive technologies. Most new jobs will “demand high levels of expertise 

and ingenuity. … The automation revolution … will be a cascade of ever bigger 

disruptions. … People will need to … reinvent themselves … many times” (2018). 

As one current example, Marchese (2018) reports on a case of AI in robotic process 

automation (RPA), although no articles explain it in such technical terms. A video with 

the article shows only one worker in the huge Tokyo warehouse of Fast Retailing 

(Uniqlo), which is on its way to becoming the world’s largest clothing retailer.  

Taking one example of disruptive technology in foreign language education, where 

English is the students’ L2, O’Neill reports that nearly 90% of L2 students used automatic 
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translation, even where it was prohibited by their university (2019, p. 154). Furthermore, 

students in Japan who seem inseparable from their mobile phones are resorting to 

machine translation apps even to prepare for speaking, throwing pedagogy for language 

acquisition into a state of crisis.  

 

Disruptive but useful technologies in e-learning 

The above section shows that disruptiveness is destructive, as its common sense meaning 

indicates. While critically analyzing claims that hype creative destruction, disruptive 

innovation or technology, it cannot be overlooked that a scholar or educator may need to 

understand or use certain new technologies, and they may have creative or otherwise 

positive uses in education when guided by pedagogy and ethics. 

Conole recognizes that the notion of disruptive technology is controversial, but she sees 

a positive side in educational technologies: 

In educational terms, disruptive technologies challenge the established in terms 

of: practices (thinking about how technologies have enabled more open practices 

through social media, and how this has changed the way learners access 

information and communicate with others), business models (in a world where 

content and expertise is available for free through OER and MOOCs, what are the 

implications for traditional institutions?), and pedagogies (what new pedagogies 

are arising as a result of technologies and what new pedagogies are needed to 

prepare learners for the future)? (2017) 

Conole (2017) also provides a timeline of ICT innovations that educators should 

understand [used with her permission; reformatted with the author’s additions in 

brackets]: 

1980s Multimedia resources [pre-ICT, such as educational CD-ROMs] 

1993  The Web [WWW, HTML markup language; later: online publications] 

1994  Learning objects [reusable, sharable educational resources] 

1995  Learning Management Systems [LMS, platforms for teaching online classes. 
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Blended learning arose at the same time, where class activities are conducted partly face-

to-face and partly online] 

[1996 Large-scale, international, wholly online academic conferences (different from 

videoconferencing and audioconferencing, which are either dedicated systems by 

satellite or through the Internet when bandwidth suffices)] 

1998  Mobile devices [mobile Internet; later: m-learning, MALL; future: (ubiquitous) u-

learning]  

1999  Learning Design [Instructional Design] 

2000  Gaming technologies [gamification of learning] 

2001  Open Educational Resources [OER, protocols for free sharing] 

2004  Social & participatory media [Web 2.0, podcasting, social media] 

2005  Virtual worlds [3D software multi-user virtual environments; 

later: virtual reality (VR) and augmented reality (AR) applied to learning] 

[2006 Google acquires YouTube; 2008: used by non-profit Khan Academy] 

2007  e-Books & smart devices [smartphones; 2010: iPad tablet computer] 

2008  Massive Open Online Courses [MOOCs] 

2010  Learning Analytics [track LMS data to optimize students’ progress; 

later: smart learning environments & smart learning analytics; future: enhanced by AI] 

 

Ethics from the Humanities and Social Sciences applied to technology  

All of the educational technologies in the above timeline have a disciplinary history in 

certain cultural contexts. It would go beyond the scope of this paper to detail the e-

learning field. However, university faculties are stewards of all the professions, and 

scholars belong to a global guild sharing similar academic standards and ethics. Self-

education in new technologies would be a daunting challenge, but scholars can leverage 
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their ready-made global network for continuing professional development, sharing 

information about new technologies, evaluating their usefulness, and developing suitable 

pedagogical approaches to apply ICT to education. 

The following advice is offered in the case of teaching classes online, but it generally 

applies to the use of ICT and other technologies professionally: 

Our study emphasizes the need for instructors to maintain a strong willingness 

to learn and grow in their pedagogical and technology skills. This requires seeing 

oneself as a lifelong learner, allotting time to learn about online teaching and 

learning, staying abreast of the latest research, theories, and techniques of 

teaching online, experimenting with technologies, making mistakes and learning 

from them. (Martin, Budhrani, Kumar, & Ritzhaupt, 2019, p. 202) 

A major way that the humanities and social sciences contribute to other fields is by 

applying ethics to the interdisciplinary issues raised by scientific progress, including 

disruptive technologies. Since atomic power was discovered, the survival of humanity has 

depended on its ethical management. Most recently, AI algorithms controlling self-

driving cars need to be programmed in advance to decide which people will be killed in 

circumstances where a fatal accident cannot be avoided. One summary of basic ICT ethics, 

similar to medical ethics, focuses on avoiding harm to other people: 

The commandments of ICT ethics include not harming others, not snooping, not 

using the computer to steal, not using other people's intellectual output without 

authorization, and understanding the social consequences of things you do on the 

Internet. We should use technology in ways that show consideration and respect. 

Isn't this what we have traditionally been teaching students? To treat others as 

they want to be treated, to show respect for the humanity of others no matter their 

race, religion, or sexual orientation, and the importance of doing the right things. 

Technology brings ease in life but they are human beings who may use it with 

morality or to harm others. (Sharma, 2018) 

Anthropologist Donald E. Brown finds that moral universals of human nature include “a 

distinction between right and wrong; empathy; fairness; admiration of generosity; rights 
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and obligations,” punishment of wrong behavior, crimes or violence; “shame; and taboos” 

(Pinker, 2008, p. 632). With such morals in common across cultures, scholars can further 

apply academic standards and ethics to ICT innovations and other issues, while each 

humanities and social science field has its own deep resources in literature, pedagogy, 

and disciplinary practices to apply to new technologies. 

 

Interdisciplines and Interdisciplinarity between ICT and the Humanities and 

Social Sciences 

One way forward for the Humanities and Social Sciences, not to yield but to contribute 

their own value, is to study and work in interdisciplinary areas intersecting with ICT, 

other technologies, or sciences. Among such interdisciplines are the digital humanities, 

corpus linguistics, and computational approaches to various fields. The Internet makes 

big data available for various research purposes, provided methods are conducted 

ethically, acknowledging also the epistemological concerns noted above by Lepore in 

Goldstein (2018). The digital humanities, for instance, can preserve ancient libraries, 

making them accessible and searchable. Endangered cultural treasures of humanity can 

be curated in digital form before they are eroded or destroyed like the Great Buddha 

statues of Bamiyan in Afghanistan. Cultural properties from now on are more likely to be 

viewed and preserved if they are in digital form than if they are only on paper or in 

physical form. 

 

Conclusions 

The presentation concluded with a summation and advice for aspiring scholars to 

combine the humanities and social sciences with ICT: 

 Disruptive technologies tend to harm traditional ways and institutions, 

particularly employment and wealth distribution. 

 Scholars and educators need to continue learning about ICT and other new 

technologies, to understand disruptive technologies, and to apply certain 

technologies where they are useful to one’s academic discipline. 
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 Humanities and social science practitioners are called to utilize selected 

technologies in ways that are constructive, ethical, creative, and/or 

pedagogically effective. 

 Humanities and social science practitioners could benefit from exploring 

interdisciplinary projects and fields that apply ICT. 

 Humanities and social science practitioners are called to inform ICT fields with 

facts, methods, ethics, and pedagogy. 

 Humanities and social science practitioners could benefit from developing online 

skills and Web presence. It will also benefit the world for scholars and educators 

from all countries to be academically active in global digital society. 
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