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Abstract

I will attemptto critically examinetechnology andthe useof informa-
tion in this ever expandingnoosphere.l will outline several of the myths
of the increasingtechnologicalsociety alongwith someof its disastrous
consequencesdl. will alsoweighthe consequencesf the lossof meaning
throughtoo muchinformationin society(in a Baudrillardiansense.) astly,

I will attemptto amguefor the responsibleiseof technology

1 Introduction

The 1933 ChicagoWorld Fair motto hasidentifiedthreeinherentproblemswith
the useof informationandtechnologyin today’s ever increasingglobal society:
“Sciencefinds. Industryapplies.Man conforms’[1, qtd in Angel, backcover]

While theworld is beingcontinuouslymadesmallerthroughthe proliferation
of technologyparticularl technologythatfacilitatescommunicaton,thoseat the
helmarecreatinganincreasinglyhomogeneouworld. Suchpopartistslike Duran
Duran,in theirearly1990's songToo Much Informationpointoutthatthemelange
of informationpusheds quite meaninglessyut difficult to resist:
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“...Destroyed by ABC;! | hateto bite; The handthat feedsme; So
muchinformation. The pressuras on the screen;To sell you things;
Thatyoudon't need.”.

As atechnologyenthusiast] amdaily confrontedwith the marvel of thecom-
pressiorof time andspacepothin amateuradio,andcomputers| amfascinated
aboutthefactthatl cancommunica¢ with someonéhalf way aroundthe world,
eitherby voiceandMorsecodeor text, instantaneoushyButit isimportantto note
theamountof informationbeingpropagatedhroughtheworld is becomingmore
andmoremeaninglessyrom half-hourinformercialsto thelegal strife of Internet
ServiceProviders(ISPs).While thelnternethasthe possibilityto democratis¢he
world, it alsoeasilyhasthe ability to strip away societyfrom its basicrights, both
ashumansandascitizens.

2 Advancement of Technology

Thefirst majortechnologicébreakthrougtor humankindwasthe plough. It al-
lowedfor the creationof settledcivilisations,andthe adventof division of labour
suchthatindividualsspecialisedn varioustasksnecessarjor anagriculturalsur
vival. It is plainly obvious thatthis increasedn the amountof food production
andavailahlity in timesof need. More recently the adwent of gun powder, new
specialisednetalalloys (steelversusiron), andthe printing press,amongmary
have shapedurworld in differentways,for betteror worse;lik ewise the adwent
of thefirst high-speecomputeiin themid 19405 hasshapedurworld for better
or worse.

This sectionwill concentrateon the key featuresof technologicaadvances
in computingthroughelectronics; will alsoconsidersomeof the advantage®f
theincreasegroductionof electronics.Therearesomemajordisadantagesvith
the useof electroniccomponentanddevices,both ecologicalandphysiological
whichwill alsobeaddressed.

2.1 The Silicon Landscape

With the adventof electronicswe have beenableto reducethe size of electricad
devicesfrom vacuumtubesto transistorsvhich areseveralatomsthick. It allowed
for the (re)placemenbf large clumsy calculaton devicesto deviceswhich are

1t is importantto notethatsincethereleaseof this song,ABC hasbeenacquiredoy Disney.



exponentiallysmaller In the last quarterof the twentiethcentury we have seen
corporationgise andfall atthewhim of this electronicfrontier.

The electronicrevolution has changedthe way we do business,and even
the way we communicag: telephonesyradios, television &c. Geoge Ritzer
poignantly statesthat the modernmeansof consumptionwould be impossible
without the computer(andelectronics.)Hand held scanningmachinesgiven to
kids at Toys 'R Us “wanderdown the aisleszappingthe bar codeson toys that
catchtheir fang/”[9, p. 31] While a centralcomputerkeepsa databasef the
child’s selectionfor their Christmaswishlist. The infomercid and Home Shop-
ping Network or QVC rely heavily on both the telephonefor peopleto call in
their orders,andthetelevision,to adwertisetheitems.

Technologyik e the computeranddistributednetworkslik e the Internetfacil-
itate communicatims betweentwo people,mary to one,oneto mary, andmary
to mary. Companiedike AmericaOn-Line, Prodigy and Compusere make it
extremely easyfor the individual, knowing nothing aboutcomputersto geton
the Internetandstartbrowsingthe weh Technologyhasallowedfor usto clone
sheep transfermongy from one accountto anotherin secondspr talk to astro-
nauts. We can safgguard our homewhile away on vacationsthroughwireless
securitysystemsenterour carswithoutkeys; andeventravel throughouthecam-
pusof modernuniversitieswithout loosingconnectiorto the Internet. Theseare
just someof thefacetsof technology:to theunnervingeye it soundsenticing.

2.2 Ubiquity of the Silicon Revolution

The Silicon Revolution haspropagatedhesepiecesof technologythroughoutbour
society Thereasonwhy thisis possibleis duelargely to the sizeof the electron-
ics. Regardlessof what we do today or even wherewe go, we cannotescape
technologywith satellitesin orbit aroundthe Earth,beingableto seethetime on
apersonswatchdown on Earth,thereis no escape.

In recentyearsthe world hasbeenlucky, or unlucky, enoughto witnessthree
different, but related,technologicalevolutionsof ubiquity: the Internet,the cell
phone,andthe currentlyevolving WirelessApplication Protocol(WAP) devices.

The Internetwasfirst developedby the United StatesDepartmentf Defence
in the heightof the Cold War. The purposeof the Internet,at that time called
AdvancedResearctProjectAssociation(ARPANET), wasto have a distributed
systemof networkedcomputerssuchthatif any oneof thenodeswveredestryed,
the datawould still be ableto reachits destinationwithout beinglost by finding
an alternateroute. Originally linking the governmentcomputers,and extended
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to the variousuniversitiesacrossthe country it wasan interestingresearchand
communicatnstool.

At aroundthe sametime, commerci interestwas being developedfor con-
sumerghroughon-lineservicesuchasProdigy andAmericaOn-Line. Theseon-
line servicesweresubscriptiorbasedandusethe “consumeras-conmodity”[10,
p. 277] modelalreadyin placethroughmagazinesubscriptionsand television
networks. Thesefirst on-line networks were internal, and not connectedo the
Internet. By around1994,theseservicesstartedproviding rudimentaryaccesso
thelnternetthroughe-mail. In only two shortyears theInternetwentfrom purely
academidasedo consumebased Currently the Internetis amajorbusinessin
the commercidworld, if you do not have aworld wide web addresgWWW) or
e-mailaddressyou canwish a farewvell to your business.

Cell phoneswereat one point quite large and expensve. While the average
U.S. consumemvas spendingseveral dollarseachcall, Israeli counterpartsvere
spendinga mereten centsper call. Much like the evolution of the creditcardin
the consumereconomythe cell phonewasfirst restrictedto the very wealthy or
affluent. By 1996, Tandy Corporationownedstoreslik e Radio Shackand Com-
puter City, wereliterally giving away the phonedfor only a penry. Therewasa
caveatthough;the consumehadto signa oneyearcontract,andwould only get
aboutthirty minutesof talk time for a monthlyaveragefee of forty dollars. If the
consumement over the thirty minutesthey would have to spendseveral dollars
eachminute.

A year later the Sprint telephonecompary, specialisingin long distance
services,presumablydue to the increasedcompetition stemmingfrom the de-
regulationof thelocal servicesgnteredhewirelessmarketasSprintPCS,ajoint
ventureincluding ComcastCableandtwo othertelephonecompanies.Their na-
tionwide campaignppeninga metropolitan centeratatime, wasconductedinder
adifferentmarketing stratgyy thanthe otherwirelesscompaniesWhile the other
wirelesscompaniesverereimhbursingstoredik e RadioShackfor the costperunit
of thetelephonesome$300USD, in exchangdor ayearlycontractfrom thecon-
sumer SprintPCSdecidedo cutthecostsof thetelephonen half, sellingdirectly
to theconsumewvith no yearly contracts.

For around$150USD nationallyandwithout the threatof a yearly contract,
the consumerbecamemore receptie to buying a wirelessphone. Sprint PCS
startedguerillamarketing to pushthe newv phonesby offering specialpackages.
Onesuchpackagevasto give the consumemore minutesthanthey could possi-
bly usein a month,for slightly highermonthly fees. For example,the consumer
would purchase planfor amonthlyfeeof fifty dollars,whichwouldinclude500
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minutesof talk-time,free call waiting, callerid, call forwarding,voicemail. Since
thereleaseof Sprint PCS5 servicecoincidedwith the boomof the Internet,they
continuallyusedthe buzzword ‘digital’ to describethe type of servicethey were
offeringandhow it differedfrom corventionalwirelessphones.

The next technologicaprogressionn recenthistory seemso bethatof WAP
devices. WAP is a generalterm to describeanythingthat consumercan carry
in the palm of their hand,with which to connectto the Internet. This includes
Internetenablecdcellularphonesandhandheld personabigital assistant$PDA).

2.3 TheMyth of Silicon Valley

While theabove technologicahdvancemergmay not, onthe surface,seemdetri-
mentalto societyor theervironment,let usconsiderseveralcasesn regardto the
electronicindustryandhumansocialrelations.

2.3.1 Social, Identity Crisis

Howard Rheingold,in his book The Virtual Community recountsa story of his
two yearold daughtercontractinga tick. His wife calledtheir pediatrician, while
Rheingold consultedthe Internet. Rheingoldwas able to determinethe right
courseof actionfrom aninternetpersonalityFlashGordon,M.D. beforethepedi-
atricianhadevenreturnedhecall. He continueswith awhole streamof discover-
ing asubsebf peoplewith whomhe canrelateasparents.However, hewarnsus
to payattentionto the way thatthe mediumcanbeabused.[10p. 24]

As Craig Easterbrookotesin his essay'The Heartof a New Machine”, peo-
ple throughouthistory have soughtcompanionshipThis is difficult to comeby,
but the computerhasnow madeit easierto plug in, andchat. Unlike otherhob-
biesthatinvolve real humansandusually have positive social side effects(e.qg.:
softball),computersarea“solitary anti-socialpursuit... devoid of demand®nthe
imagination?[4, p. 139] Craig Brod arguesthat childrenarethe mostsuseptible
to this newv medium:

In generalthereis a reductionof externalsensoryexperience.The
outsideworld fades andthechild becomedockedinto themachines
world ... develop[ing] anintolerancefor humanrelationships.. they
becomeaccustomedo ... arapid-firedialog.[4 p. 140]

While the Internethasbeenableto compressand eliminatetime and space,
it hasalsobeenableto eliminateidentity. One of the thingsthatthe new digital
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generatiorexcelsat, is pretendingo be someoneelse,or severaldifferentpeople
atonce.[1Qp. 147]Computeiscientistanpretendo bestarshipofficers;asseen
on the populartelevision shov Ally McBeal a sixteenyearold boy pretendedo
beacollegegradstudentwhile themaincharacterAlly, pretendedo betenyears
youngerthroughinternetchat,engagingn sexually explicit corversations.

Strikingly, peopleseemto getvery personalwhenthey arepretendingto be
someoneelseor maskingtheir identity. This, arguesRheingold,is a basicfacet
of the Internetchatrooms,andlife. While peopleon the Internetwould like to
believethatit is a utopiansocietywith “scout’'shonour”,it happen®ftenenough.
Whenanimposteris discovered thepeopleassociatedreshocledanddismayed,
they take it asa personahttackonthemseles.[1Q p. 165]

2.3.2 TheElectronic Smokestack

The ecologicaland physiologicalimpactof the electronicindustry may seemat

first to be of very little consequenceA large part of this perceptionmay be a

resultof the electronicindustry’s youth. For over two decadesglectronic man-

ufacturingfirms have lead the public to believe that the software and hardware

industryis onewithout hazards.After all, thereare no smole stacksstreaming
toxic chemicalsinto the atmospherethe firms’ factoriesare not large vile dens,
they aregleamingmodernesqubuildings, castlesof the new revolution.

As of recenttimes, there have beenstudiesproducedby organisationdike
OSHA which point to several key factorsin the computingindustry that may
be physiologically detrimentalto humans. The first of which is stressrelated
problemgfrom sitting ata computeifor fartoolong. Theold Tayloristicmodesof
assemblyline productionare beingtransferrednto the modernday factory: the
computerisedffice. Insteadof measuringa workers ability to physically work
againsttime, the worker is beingmeasurean how fastthey canmentallywork
againstime. Traditiond clericaljobs,suchastyping, andfiling, mustbe doneat
anincreasingpace.[4p. 107]

Ecologicall, the electronis industry is not as cleanasit seems. In 1983,
womenworking at Verbatim’s computerdisk manugcturingfirm in Silicon Val-
ley, complainedf shortnes®f breath dizzinessandweaknessOver 100 people
were evacuatel; 35 of which weresentto a local clinic. WhenOSHA officials
investigatedthe incident only hours later, they found no unusuallyhigh levels
of toxins. They attributedthe symptomsto masshysteria.[12 p. 56] Because
the industryis relatively new, Lenny Siegel arguedin his columnin the Clinton
Quatrterly, the effectsof repeatedexposureto thesechemicalsin manufcturing



printedcircuit (PC) boardsmay be unknonvn. Further the ernvironmentdly con-
trolled cleanroomsof thesemanufcturingplants,andthe protectve gearthatthe
employeeswear, areto protectthe expensve product,not theworkers.

Amongthehazardoushemicalsisedn manufcturingelectroniccomponents
(arsine,cyanidecompoundprganicsolvents,&c.) the mostdangerouss silicon
tetrachloride suchthat whenthe gasis inhaled,reactswith the lungs, forming
hydrochloricacid. Siegel notes:

One of the greatestironies of micro-electonics technologyis that
the transformationof America into an information society relies,
at its core, upon a technologyfrom the industrial era: chemical
processing.[12p. 58, emphasisadded]

If ourreadeiis still doubtful,let usconsideithefollowing caseof the Fairchild
plant, in SanJose the poorersectionof Silicon Valley, during Januaryof 1982.
Local officials disclosedhe detailsof a shuttingdown of a GreatOaksWaterCo.
well dueto leaksof trichloroethanganddichloroethaefrom a nearbyFairchild
chemicalstorageplant. Fairchild spent$15M on cleaningup the drinking water
supply only slightly improving thedrinking water;Fairchild is now anabandoned
warehouse.[12p. 59] Somuchfor hi-tech’s cleanmanufcturingindustry

3 Information

MargaretMeadoncenotedthatif aresearchewantsto studyawesternsociety he
or sheshouldfirst turn on the television andwatchthe commercias. Perchance,
yourauthorwaswatchingthelocaltelevisionnewsand,sav theepitomeof Amer-
icansocietyin abrief thirty secondcommerciainterlude.

A womanwalks into her bathroomand her face becomescontorted,letting
out a shortscream.The cameracutsto a view of the bathtubandits surrounding
walls; they areblack with mildew andmold. The narrators voice beginsto ask
why oughtone spendhoursscrubbinga bathroomwhena quick telephonecall
to the compalry representinghe television adwertisementwould would comein
andcoverup theold bathtubandwalls with a custommademold of their bathtub,
while thewomanenjoysa normalday’s work!

Westernsociety particularlytechnologyis increasinglybeingusedascuresto
problemghat“progress’itself makes.Westernmedicineis quiteanalogouso the
commerciabbove: fix theproblem,donotworry aboutpreventingit. Thisfollow-
ing sectionwill concentrat®n the mixed messagesentto the globalcommunity
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from westernmassmedia,asin the commercid notedabove. It will alsocover
the problemsassociateavith a hypercommeciali sedinformation-as-commodity
world.

3.1 Commercialisation

The mediasendsdts targetaudienceconflictingmessagesn how they areto view
technologysrole, andhow to behae,in society[1, p. 34] While televisionis the
mostambitiousway to spreadhis type of information,othermediumsaretaken
advantageof in this situation.

Peoplein distant parts of the world, impoverished,subjugatedstill have
enoughtime to watch Americantelevision shavs like Baywatd, dreamingof a
betterlife overseasLocally, movieslike RunawayTrain, TheMatrix, andBlade
Runnersendout mixed messagesn technology In RunawayTrain, a nev com-
putercontrolledtrainfails; BladeRunnermortraysaraceof geneticallyengineered
humansasthefailure of technology but makesonefeel sorryfor thisraceat the
very end,by finding out thatour protagonistandthefemaleinterestarealsopart
of thisrace.[1 p. 34] A ClockworkOrange takesonethrougha similarexperience.

Overwhelmingly the news media, however, comesout unquestioninglyin
favour of technology Considerthe recent“discovery” of viagra, for example.
And the adwentof the “jet-lag” pill. They comeout entirefor the productwith-
out critical thought. They hail it asinnovative medicinesvhich will helpall. Let
us considerthe jet-lag pill. Your body goesthroughjet-lag becauset is going
througha shock.The correctactionfor oneto take is rest. But preciselybecause
of technology the jet-liner, andthe needfor businessmeno travel often, work,
they cannotrest. In effect, the technologythat we have createdto “solve” our
problemsis aresultof thevery problemst created.[13p. 31]

Advertisinghasa majoreffectontheway we view theworld. As wasdemon-
stratedin the introductionto this section,commercias carry social meaning if
evenindirectlyandunintentional Advertisersvantto sellyoutheirclient’'swares;
they createa needfor productx wherenoneexists.

As BenjaminBarberaptly notedin his speechat ColoradoStateUniversity,
recordswas not good enough,so tapeswere presented;tapeswere not good
enough,so CD’s were presentednow DVD’s? are presentedas the latestneed.
All of theseformatdifferencesn recordedaudiocameaboutthroughthe needof

2The Motion Picturelndustryalongwith the Recordingindustry Associationof America,are
now underwaydevelopinga new formatfor audiowhich will bedeliveredonDVD’s



wantingto hearhi-fidelity music. Apparently listeningto Beethawen’s 5th pre-
formedby the New York Philharmonicwhich soundsslightly less“real”, in the
comfortof your living roomis muchmoreappealingo listenersthangoingto a
realconcert.

Further why would one seea vehiclegoing throughmiles of woodedforest,
while the narratorannounceshe new vehicle’'s corvenienttelevision set,display-
ing themotherandchildrenwith theireyeszonedoutof therealnatural world and
attunedo thetelevisionset.Ritzerargueshatit is attributedto simulacrait is not
enoughto perceve thingsasthey really are. The perceptionsnustbe biggerand
betterthanevenreal life. Keepingtheseperceptionshyperrealis adwertising’s
business.

3.2 Minimisation of Meaning

With this new MTV andDot-Comworld, the messageés notin the medium,the
mediumis the message.[8. 135] Tuningto NBC'’s nightly news, they continu-
ally pointto theirwebsitefor moreinformationon particularsubjects.Television
shaws like AccessHollywood and EntertainmentTonight use flashy logos and
moving geometricshapesgo give animageof morerealthanlife.® It is quantity
(in this case)ooks)over quality.

NBC News programsgive the impressionthat you have a voice by placing
polls onthewebsite (usuallyin reply to controversialquestions.)y et it be stated
thatthesepolls arenot scientific. Basedon someinvestigatian, | wasableto deter
minetwo waysthatthey attemptto stopyou from voting morethanonce- bothof
themareeasilydefeatedThey placeapieceof informationonyourcomputeithat
saysyou have alreadyvotedat that poll. To defeatthis mechanismyou simply
deletethefile, or entry with this particularpieceof information. Anothertactic
is to identify you by your computers uniquelnternetAddress;for mostnetizens
to changethis uniqueaddresghey just have to hangup, anddial again. Since
the polls arenot scientific,which by the way, they clearly stateasa disclaimerin
smallprint, theresultsmay be skewed oneway or another Worstof all, they post
theresultof the polls over theairwaves,soasto say “the public hasspolen’

JearBaudrillardquiteastutelynotedthat“informationdestrgsor atleastneu-
tralisessenseand meaningthe lossof which is directly relatedto the dissuasie
andcorruptactionof media-disseminad information’[3, p. 159] He arguesthat

3Although somevhat beyond the scopeof this discourse ) as Vegascasinos,Disney World,
Disney Land,McDonalds &c. dothesamething.



all mediaandall informationboth socialiseandde-socialisendividuals,because
(a) insteadof facilitation communicaibn it concentratesn stagingcommunica-
tion. The lossof meaningarisesfrom the necessityto keepthe fallacy of “the
public hasspolen” andthe such,from reality. Further (b) simultaneousvith the
stagingof communicatbns,the massmediacontinueto “destructure”the social.
It is not aboutcritical thought,or “circumscribingthe actionsof institutions” but
ratherthe quantity of exposureto the information (in both the ontologicaland
aesthetisense) Massmediaconcentrateon how muchit cangive you, andhow
fang it cangiveit to you;youareculturally literateif youknow whois marrying
whomin Hollywood, or who won the lastfootball game. Instead the questions
you shouldbe askingis: whatclassof peoplearein Hollywood, or whatarethe
socialimplicationsof extremelycompetitve genderedports.

3.3 Thelnformation Economy

Thelastitem| wouldlik eto touchonis themyththatwe areundegoingan“infor -
mationrevolution”; nothingcould be furtherfrom thetruth. In fact, information
processingxistedwell beforecomputersverearoundto aid with the job. While
thereis, no doubt, an industry revolving aroundthe processingf information,
to saythat we areexperiencingan informationrevolution, or areboomingin an
informationeconomyimpliesthatwe arecreatinginformation.[1, p. 60]

This is anexampleof creationof need Informationhasno real materialexis-
tence;ratherit describeghosethingsthat do have real materialexistence.Then
thereademight ask,why suchthe popularityof theterm? At best,the computer
calculatesdoing so very quickly. Sincebillions of dollarsare alreadyinvested
in the computingindustry the ownerspropagatehe needthat the computerwill
be ableto keepyour recordsmuchmoreefficiently. They createthe needfor the
computerby creatingthe computey ratherthancreatinginformation. (Which is
thebasisfor any country’seconomy- e.g.:wheatcorn&c.)

4 Globalisation And M odern Consequences

I would lik e to finish this discourseby tying it all togetherwith the nascenphe-
nomenorcreatedby technology:globalisation.Globalisation thanksto technol-
ogy, hasbeenableto runits coursesuchthatcorporationcaneasilycommunicag
with foreignmarkets. A vice-presidenof a corporationcanhopthe concordeand
have lunchwith his British counterparbn amomentsnotice. Financialdecisions
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carriedouton Wall Streetcanadwerselyaffect a coffeefarmerin SouthAmerica.
An Americanbasedoiling compaly canbribe a developingnationinto beingits
securityforce againstdissenters.

Thecompressiomf time andspacetheability to maskone'sidentity, theero-
sionof nation-stateo merepoliceforces,toxic chemicakexplosiong(lik ethosein
Bhopal,India) killing humansareall a matterof globalisationandadirectresult
of but someof the technologichadvancesconsideredn this discourse.My one
hopefor humankinds thatwherepeoplewill congreate peoplewill talk; where
peoplewill talk, ideaswill be exchangedwhereideasareexchangedctionswill
follow.

If thereis onething thatModernity hastaughtus, is thathumansarenot ma-
chines.Humansarenot predictable!l will make no positivist predicatiors of the
future, or evennearfuture; however, | will statethatif the humanspeciescontin-
uesto spreadike a cancey it will toppleunderits own weight. | will conclude
this discoursewith a passagérom Philip Slaters Earthwalk

...technologyvould have to beregardecasa canceion humanculture,
Westerrcultureacanceionthehumanspeciesandthehumanspecies
asacanceronterrestriallife - acancerthatmayin theendbetreated
by radiationandradicalsulgeryatthe sametime.[13 p. 38]
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