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the full-bodied experience of the hearth, the
machinery of devices ineluctably withdraws the
world from people. A device is necessarily unfamil-
tar in the ways thar the contexr of the thing was
tamiliar. Thus the transformation of the thing into
a device does not merely tend to obscure possibil -
ities of experience, burt its very marenal structure
makes the rich experience of the thing impossible,

Another way of putting this is that devices
allow the possibility of only shm points of contact
with “narrowly defined aspects of what used 1o be
things of depth.” Devices force people to take
them as commaodity bearers; they leave them no
choice. So our way of taking commodities is not a
psychological matter, but a real marter. Technol-
ogy is not only a way of secing (and for this reason
characterizing technology as a vision is perhaps
misleading), it is more importantly a way of
shaping. The very materal structure of a device
is such thar ir can be expenenced only as holding
up a commodity calling for consumption and
nothing more.

The implication of this change of shape is
alienation. What seemed promising at the outset—
relieving people of burdens—leads tronically to
disengagement, diversion, distraction, and loneli-
ness. In short, we become not-at-home in the
universe. Bur clearly, simply finding ourschres free
from the exclusive use of candles and outhouses
does not place us in this alienated positon. So
how can such posiive events as electne lighning
and indoor plumbing lead to these ironic results?

To be relieved of famine, cold, darkness, con-
fincment, and other genuine adversities of the
human condition was an intelligible and urgent
demand for the early phase of modern technology.
For the middle-classes of advanced industnalized
countnes, most, not all, of these kinds of chal-
lenges have been met for some time. At the
stage of mature technology, the challenges can
be quite fravolous. Food processors, electric pencil
sharpeners, prepared fishing leaders, automatic
cameras, clectne knives, and some pain relievers
are typical. The basic question here is: Do we
need to be relieved of every last and least burden?
Aren’t some of these burdens actually good in
senses that touch our very humanity? When peo-
ple reflect on these questions they may answer

them differently, but when they act, they tend to
act in agreement with a vision that secks to bring
everything under control. Ironically, in the wake
of such technological success, in the wake of the
initial excitement over owning the latest item, the
item falls back into the ordinary every day and
they become bored. Being bored, they become
disengaged and alicnated from what may have
been a vital practice, such as prepanng meals or
gardening or photography.  Accordingly, they
seck diversion. Thus, ironic consequences follow
from the disburdenment of every hassle, problem,
or felt demand. If we pursue disburdenment in
this unchecked and unreflective manner, as people
are doing in the stage of mature technology, then
these are the results we should expecr.

However, it may scem as though we have
been just too nostalgic. The disburdenment
devices yield “frees us up for other things” as peo-
ple commaonly say. Yer this perspective makes us
think that technology is mostly about freedom, as
Charles Taylor thinks, when the promise and
vision of technology are mostly a promise of hap-
piness. The most unique and devastating, critique
of technology is not centered on technological
freedom, but on the fact that technology fails
sost where it succeeds most at procuring happiness,
ar procuring the good things of life. As a culrure,
we think not only that we can use wchnology w
liberate us, but also that we can use it to fll that
new possibility space with rechnologically available
goods, In short, what people are freed up for are
not other things, but mere commodities. Then too
when people imagine what they are doing as they
throw food into the microwave as frecing them-
selves up for other and more important things,
they ignore how pervasive the technological
order is. The totality of rechnological devices is
far more consequential than any particular device.
The former point can be advanced best by devel-
oping the larer first.

Extensively yet unobtrusively this technologi-
cal way of aking up with the world pervades and
informs what people think, say and do. We need
an account of technology as corredational environ-
ment. Organizations, insotutions, the ways nature
and culture are arranged and accessible all become
modeled on the device. As people make more
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