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Introduction
Peter Singer is observation that “The Internet, like the steam engine, is a technological breakthrough that changed the world” highlights the link between technological innovation and economic and societal transformation. Throughout history, technological advances have acted as both an enabler of economic growth and a catalyst for social change. The steam engine powered the Industrial Revolution, revolutionising production, transportation, and labour, while the Internet has connected billions and reshaped how people communicate and access information (“From the Steam Engine to AI”, n.d.). These technological breakthroughs illustrate how innovation drives progress, yet also introduces new social divisions, economic inequalities and ethical dilemmas such as privacy concerns and labour exploitation (Roberts, 2025). Today, humanity stands on the verge of another technological shift driven by artificial intelligence. Like earlier technological revolutions, AI has the potential to transform industries, economies and societies (Tuhin, 2025). This essay critically evaluates the historical and contemporary impact of technology and innovation such as the steam engine and the internet on economies and societies and explores how AI may reshape the future.
Historical, Economical and Societal Impact of Technology and Innovation
The Steam Engine 
The steam engine is often regarded as one of the most transformative technological inventions in human history as it fundamentally reshaped the landscape of industries and society during the Industrial Revolution (Wilde, 2025). 
Before its widespread adoption, industries primarily relied on water and more specifically water wheels as their main power and transportation source. However, waterpower posed major problems for industries because you had to be near water, which could lead to being located in isolated places and also water wheels could easily malfunction and get damaged. Industries also relied on the muscle power of animals and humans for power and transportation. However, possession of animals was expensive and both humans and animals were fairly inconsistent due to fatigue (“The incredible rise of steam power”, n.d.; Wilde, 2025).
[bookmark: _Hlk213095316]The development of the steam engine can be traced back to Thomas Savery is Savery engine invention in 1698. This was the first commercially used steam powered device and was designed to raise water using steam heated under pressure. The Savery engine laid the foundation for future advancements of the steam engine (Poffenberger, 2018).
The pioneering work of figures such as Thomas Savery, James Watt, the Stephensons and others marked a shift from agrarian manual production to mechanised industry. The development of steam power and railways allowed factories to be located away from water sources, enabling greater flexibility in industrial operations. This shift facilitated the growth of large factories that could operate continuously, significantly increasing production capacity and efficiency (Wilde, 2025; “Industrial Revolution Causes and Effects”, n.d.).
The technological invention of the steam engine had a big economic impact. It allowed individuals who owned businesses to build generational wealth by utilising modern machinery to produce and deliver goods and services at unprecedented scales. The Industrial Revolution also marked a shift from relying on water, human and animal power to the introduction of machinery, which significantly increased production and reduced manufacturing times. Steam Power also revolutionised transport, by making it faster and more affordable, which expanded trade and connected markets. The steam engine also helped to power both established and new industries such as textile mills, copper, iron and steel works and crucially railways, enabling the mass production and rapid movement of goods and people, a key factor in the Industrial Revolution (“Consequences of the steam engine”, n.d.; Wilde, 2025). 
The steam engine and the Industrial Revolution also had a significant societal impact. The rise of mechanised production created job opportunities, attracting a large number of people seeking employment. Agricultural workers moved to cities in search of work and better wages leading to the emergence of a new social class, the working class and causing cities like London, Manchester and Sheffield to experience a dramatic population growth. While urbanisation benefited wealthy factory owners, it had several negative consequences for the working class and society in general. Cities became overcrowded, infrastructure struggled to keep pace, and living conditions deteriorated, contributing to widespread poverty and public health issues. Furthermore, workers often worked long hours, with low pay and in unsafe working environments (Whitmore, 2025; “Consequences of the steam engine”, n.d., “Post-industrial Britain”, 2017).
The Internet 
Just like the steam engine, the internet has revolutionised the modern world by reshaping how people communicate, work and access information. In just a few decades, the invention of the internet has reshaped several aspects of modern life, integrating itself into the very fabric of society, leading to the digital revolution (Davies, 2025).
[bookmark: _Hlk213140401]The origins of the internet go all the way back to the 1960s with the network called ARPANET which was a way for the US military to communicate with each other. In 1989, the World Wide Web was created which made the internet accessible to the public (Kolluru, 2024). Today, the internet serves as a vital tool for everyday life, with 5.35 billion of the world’s population, using it as of 2024 (Pelchen, 2024). 
Economically, the internet has been a major force behind the development of the digital economy, reshaping how businesses operate. The internet has created new forms of production and exchange, including e-commerce for example Amazon, online banking such as Revolut, and digital services for example streaming services such as Netflix. Furthermore, businesses can now operate online, reaching customers worldwide in real time and accessing new customer bases and income streams without having to rely solely on physical stores (“The Economic Impact and Development Of The Internet”, n.d.). 
The digital revolution has also transformed labour and employment by enabling workers to work remotely from wherever they want. Additionally, the rise of remote work, enabled by the internet, has transformed traditional employment models. Businesses can now hire talent from anywhere in the world, providing access to a broader talent pool (“The Economic Impact and Development Of The Internet”, n.d.). 
[bookmark: _Hlk213144400]However, the rise of the internet has not all been positive for labour and employment. The manner in which industries such as banking operate has been completely altered by the internet. The emergence of online banking has closed physical stores, leading to job loss. Lloyds Bank linked 9,000 job losses and 150 branch closures to the rise of mobile and internet banking, highlighting the negative side of the internet (Digital Transformation Industries Report, n.d.; Hunter, n.d.). The internet has also revolutionised the retail industry, people no longer travel to physical stores to get products. Instead, people purchase products from the comfort of their own home and get it delivered to their house. While this has created new job opportunities for delivery drivers, it has led to the closure of physical stores and significant job loss (“Digital Transformation Industries Report”, n.d.).
The technological innovation of the internet has also had a significant impact on society, fundamentally transforming how people communicate. Communication has become faster and more diverse through email, messaging, video calls, and social media, allowing people to connect across vast distances in real time. Perhaps the most significant societal change created by the Internet is the unprecedented access to information. Users can now access vast amounts of knowledge instantly, helping individuals to learn and grow. Education has also benefited from this transformation, as students can now access online resources and remote learning opportunities. However, the rise of the internet has raised societal concerns regarding privacy and data protection. Issues such as data breaches, online tracking, and digital surveillance have raised questions about privacy and how personal information is collected, stored and used in today’s digital society. Another negative is digital addiction as excessive internet use could lead to social isolation and mental health issues (Powell, 2025). 
Artificial Intelligence- The Next Technological Breakthrough
Just like the steam engine and the internet transformed the economic and societal landscape of their times, Artificial Intelligence represents the next major technological innovation with the potential to once again reshape the world (Thomas, 2025). Artificial intelligence refers to the capability of machines to perform complex tasks that historically only humans could do, such as reasoning, making decisions and solving problems (“What Is Artificial Intelligence?”, 2025). 
AI is origins date back to the mid-20th century when Alan Turing proposed the idea of a machine that could mimic human intelligence. Since then, research and development has led to AI already changing the way that businesses and industries operate, from machines doing jobs in factories to data analysis and predictive algorithms in healthcare and finance (Tuhin, 2025).
Economically, AI has the potential to increase productivity and output on an unprecedented scale. Businesses are increasingly using AI to streamline operations by improving efficiency and reducing costs. One of the most notable areas of AI impact is in automation. For decades, industries have relied on human labour to perform repetitive tasks, however, AI machines can now perform many of these tasks faster and more accurately. In manufacturing, for example, AI powered robots can assemble products and detect defects without human input. Retail is another industry being transformed by AI. In physical stores, AI technology systems like smart shelves and checkout-less stores are revolutionising the shopping experience for the public and are eliminating the need for staff (Tuhin, 2025).
[bookmark: _Hlk213149216]One of the industries that AI has significantly revolutionised and has a vast future potential in is healthcare. AI is being used in healthcare to help doctors analyse medical images like X-rays and MRIs to detect diseases such as cancer and heart problems faster and more accurately. Additionally, AI powered wearable devices like smartwatches are available, allowing people to monitor their health by themselves in real time. One of the most significant potential future developments in the healthcare industry due to AI is the growth of predictive and preventative medicine. By analysing patient data such as genetics, lifestyle, and medical history, AI could predict disease risks before symptoms appear, enabling earlier intervention and personalised prevention of illnesses like diabetes, heart disease, and cancer (Tuhin, 2025; Thomas, 2025).
However, similarly to previous technological revolutions, not all changes are positive. While AI has the potential to create new jobs, particularly in fields related to AI development, data science, and robotics, it poses a significant risk to jobs in certain sectors, where AI can take on tasks more efficiently. For instance, workers in industries such as manufacturing, customer service, and transportation are already seeing roles replaced by robots, chatbots, and self-driving vehicles (Tuhin, 2025). In the future AI is also likely to affect administrative roles, back office and even accounting jobs (Feldman, 2024). In fact, according to the “World Economic Forum’s Future of Jobs Report 2025”, an estimated 92 million jobs will be displaced by AI by 2030, highlighting one of AI is negative effects (Asare, 2025).
[bookmark: _Hlk213149458][bookmark: _Hlk213149660]AI has the power to transform society by changing the way that people live day to day. AI has already had a big impact in education. It supports teachers by creating lesson plans and grading work and offers students immediate feedback and personalised assistance. In the future, AI could further revolutionise education by providing virtual AI tutoring and making learning more accessible in regions with limited access to qualified teachers or resources (Ho, n.d.; Tuhin, 2025). AI has also revolutionised how people communicate and take on information. Instead of asking other people, many now ask AI for information as it provides faster responses. However, this could lead to a significant decrease in human interaction for people in the future (Drogan, 2023). Additionally, AI could also revolutionise society and transport through self-driving vehicles, improving mobility for those who cannot drive, however there is a risk of it causing significant danger (Thomas, 2025). Just like previous technological revolutions there are significant concerns regarding the negative side of AI for society. One of the major concerns is the risk of over reliance on AI. This could reduce peoples critical thinking skills and creativity, leading to less able individuals and skilled workforce. Another major societal risk of AI is the potential for it to surpass human intelligence. If AI becomes more capable at learning, reasoning, and decision-making, humans may lose control over its actions, leading to a lack of transparency and unpredictable or harmful outcomes (Thomas, 2025; Garnett, n.d.).
Conclusion
To conclude technological innovations such as the steam engine and the internet, have had a significant impact on the world, reshaping economies and societies and driving progress while also introducing new challenges, proving that Peter Singer’s claim is correct. These innovations have revolutionised production, communication and how people access information, yet have also created employment and labour issues, social class differences and inequalities and raised several ethical concerns. Similarly, the next technological breakthrough Artificial Intelligence has already had a significant influence on the world and will likely have even more of an impact in the future. While AI has revolutionised the manufacturing and retail world, significantly improving production and efficiency it has also contributed to economic and social threats such as job displacement and concerns regarding control. To ensure AI is benefits continue to outweigh its risks, society must balance innovation with responsibility, maintaining human privacy and control in an increasingly intelligent and automated future, ensuring that it does not overtaking humans in intelligence providing it with endless possibilities.
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