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We’ve survived three 

industrial revolutions  

by Avien Pillay 

 
AI is rumoured to be the fourth Industrial Revolution. 

We have survived three industrial revolutions, but 

the idea of AI replacing jobs and changing our lives 

scares many. We try to steer our kids away from 

careers that we think will be replaced by AI and 

worry about how this “supercomputer” will control 

our lives. Before we look at how AI will impact our 

future, let’s look at how the previous industrial 

revolutions impacted us. 

 

The First Industrial Revolution (1760-1840) 

Prior to the 1700s, most production was done by 

hand, and this clearly limited the level and 

complexity of production. The economy was largely 

agricultural-based and given the transportation 

limitations during this period; products produced 

were consumed close to the source – the economy 

was largely made up of several smaller localised 

economies. The first Industrial Revolution began in 

Great Britian and introduced mechanised machinery. 

It was also at this time that we started to mine coal 

in significant quantity. With the advent of machinery, 

companies were able to mass produce, and with the 

invention of the steam engine, these products could 

be transported a lot further. The use of steamships 

meant that products were transported abroad a lot 

cheaper and quicker, and this led to a big increase in 

international trade. 

 

 

Figure 1: Image by Dorothe from Pixabay 
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The Second Industrial Revolution (1870-1914) 

The second industrial revolution revolved around the 

discovery and use of gas, oil and electricity. This 

transformation of the global economy occurred in the 

latter part of the 1800s. The further use of steel and 

chemical-based products aided in the invention of 

the combustion engine and the aeroplane. 

Communication also improved with the invention of 

the telegraph and the telephone. The industry wide 

use of gas, oil and electricity moved mass production 

to the next level.    

 

Figure 2: Image by Nathan Wright from Pixabay 

The Third Industrial Revolution or Information 

Age (1947 to present) 

Nuclear power and the development of electronics 

formed the core of the third industrial revolution. 

This revolution has its roots as recent as the late 

1940s. The first mass produced computer dates back 

to the 1950s and by 1962, 2000 computer systems 

had been produced. Production was given a further 

boost with the development of robotics and more 

sophisticated production lines. The now 

indispensable microchip also dates back to this 

period.  

 
Figure 3: Image by Ylloh from Pixabay 

Industry 4.0 or the Fourth Industrial 

Revolution 

The advent of AI is commonly referred to as the 

fourth Industrial Revolution, but we are also told that 

Industry 4.0 began in the year 2000s with the mass 

adoption of the internet. This means that the 

development of AI is possibly just a further 

advancement of the internet revolution. AI actually 

has its roots in the 1950s - Alan Turing published a 

paper on “Computer Machinery and Intelligence”. 

This was known as the “The Turing Test” and was 

used to measure computer intelligence. It was at this 

time the term “artificial intelligence” was coined . AI 

has been in development for the more than seven 

decades, but it was only when it was adopted on a 

mass scale that we have become fearful! 

 

 
Figure 4: Image by Kohji Asakawa from Pixabay 

 

Most of us of have already embraced AI … 

Unknown to many, a lot of us have already embraced 

AI. Meta’s apps are probably the most widely used 

apps in the world and at the end of 2024, over 3.35 

billion people were using one of their apps . Meta is 

one of the few large tech companies that has 

invested significantly in AI technology and is already 

reaping the benefits. This is reflected in their strong 

ad growth over the last two years. Whether you are 

placing an advert to sell your surfboard on Facebook 

Marketplace, or using the search engine on 

WhatsApp, it is all powered by AI, and AI has 

streamlined the process to the benefit of the user 

and Meta. At this stage, Meta is using AI to improve 

existing functions, and we believe that this will 
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probably be the most common use of AI. This use of 

AI is also a continuation of the technology trend that 

started in the 1960s with the invention of the 

microchip. 

 

So, why are we still fearful of AI? 

Like the hand weavers and farm workers in the 

1700s who feared that their jobs would be replaced 

by machinery, the thought of change scares many 

people today, too. Those hand weavers and farmers 

learned to use modern machinery, production 

increased and companies and economies flourished. 

From the mid-1700s to the advent of the next 

industrial revolution, the global population more 

than doubled.  Modern technology in the first three 

industrial revolutions resulted in new industries 

being created, new employment opportunities, and a 

massive increase in GDP. 

 

 

 
Figure 5: Reference (iii) Global real GDP per Capita since 1750 CE 

 
From the first industrial revolution (mid 1700s) to 

the third industrial revolution (1950s), real GDP per 

capita increased almost four-fold. It is also clear that 

the pace of gain is increasing – this has been evident 

over the last 70 years when real GDP per capita 

increased four-fold relative to a similar increase over 

the previous 200 years. Technological innovation 

and globalisation that has been boosted by all the 

industrial revolutions has probably been a big driver 

of this growth. 

 

 

The global economy will adapt … 

The horseshoe industry was a big thriving industry 

prior to the invention of the automobile. It probably 

ended up being a fraction of its original size when 

the automobile gained mass acceptance. Those 

horseshoe manufacturers who did not adapt to start 

manufacturing automobile parts either went out of 

business or ended up being small suppliers to the 

recreational riding industry. The advent of AI is no 

different – we need to embrace the change and 

adapt. Like the three previous industrial revolutions, 

AI will also lead to the emergence of new industries. 

There will most probably be displacement in the 

short term, but the economy will adjust over the long 

run, and we look forward to the continuation of the 

strong GDP growth trend.    
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