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A S E N S E  O F  THE M Y S T E R I O U S  

If given a chance to start over, I would do just what I 
did, to be not only a young man in the shimmering of 

youth but a scientist. I would want again to be driven 

day and night by my research. I would want the beauty 

and power of the equations. I would want to hear that 

call of certain truth, that clear note of a struck bell. 
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I A S E N S E  O F  T H E  M Y S T E R I O U S  
4 ;  ' P R I S O N E R  O F  T H E  W I R E D  W O R L D  
$1 
d t: 
6 - talism is to create demand for its products, even when graph, the pace of daily life has been set by the speed of 3 ;  
r .  

that demand does not previously exist. I was astonished communication and business. Everything in our lives F i 
to read this aim so unabashedly spelled out by Charles has become faster, more hurried, more urgent. I cannot 
Kettering, a major inventor and executive of GM Re- help but recall the first lines of William Wordsworth's 
search Labs. In 1929, at the beginnings of the automo- poem, which is prescient in the way that artists often can 
bile industry in the United States, Kettering wrote in divine the future: 
Nation's Business magazine that business must create +.. x.6r,.~r. a 

"dissatisfied consumer" and "keep ..* the consumer dissat- 
* . - , ., 4<" --*- -,,,- .,."*w**,-.... ,- ,- The world is too much with us; late and soon, 

" A more recent example of the same idea was Getting and spending, we lay waste our powers; 
by the economist John Kenneth Galbraith as he Little we see in Nature that is ours; 

surveyed the future of capitalism in an ever-wealthier We have given our hearts away, a sordid boon! 
America. In his book The Affluent Society (1984)~ Gal- 

braith writes that in modern America, production will 

have to "create the wants it seeks to satisfy." In short, a MANY PEOPLE in the United States, both in intellectual 
large part of our consumption is what we are told to forums and in daily conversation, have begun to express 
consume, told that we need. And the cycle continues. a fervent desire to slow down their lives, a sense of being 

So it seems that we are running round and round trapped in a world that they cannot control. The word 
like hamsters on the wheel of capitalism, production, 1 helpless is often repeated. For many of us, the practi- 
demand, consumption, and work. Instead of slowing cal difficulties of changing our work conditions and 
down the wheel, increased productivity has only sped it life rhythms are indeed enormous. Living in the Wired 

week, increased efficiency has caused us to work faster 

and longer. In this maze of counterintuitive results, it 

is hard to tell cause from effect, effect from cause. But 

the larger import seems clear. Ever since the physician 

George Beard commented in I 8 8 I that "American ner- 

vousness" had increased since the invention of the tele- 

spaces and silences to contemplate our inner selves? Are 

we helpless to disconnect from the network? 

I do not think so. In an odd way, my growing under- 

standing of the vast forces that shape modern life has 

only increased my resolve to counter those forces, to 

build a parallel universe for my inner life and spirit. I am 



I a 
1; 

1 convinced that such an interior world is both possible indeed have the moment of awareness that I described at 
i-i 6 :  
I: r 
) I  and necessary. And, here, I disagree in part with two the start of this essay. I did become conscious of the life 

L ,  founder of Sun Microsystems, Bill Joy, and the ~ r e n c h  silences and inner solitude that I had experienced as a 
li ' 

7; philosopher and sociologist Jacques Ellul. Joy, in his child, I did remember my places of stillness. 1 am writing 
I provocative essay in Wired Magazine, "Why the Future these words. 

- <I 

1: Doesn't Need Us," argues that the world is being taken A critical element, it seems to me, is awareness. 
I I 

:, over by machines. Ultimately, Joy says, we humans will In particular, becoming aware of the choices we have. * 

E : 
i: I 

be the machines of the machines. Joy's prediction, which Some of those choices are visible, some are not. Every 1 I 

1:; has much sympathetic resonance, is just too extreme. day each of us decides, consciously or unconsciously, 
I 

3;,, 
1: 1 
2 

Although technology is proceeding at a dizzying pace, 1 what to buy from the marketplace, what machines to 

1; : believe that the human mind will always have control of have in our offices and homes, how to use those ma- 
il! I 

!%,I itself. And sitice the human mind has a degree of infinity chines, when and how to communicate with the outer 1 

'I 

that technology and technical thinking have torn apart microwave or television or automobile? When do we 

our world and rebuilt it into a rigid and unthinking soci- 4 use the Internet? When do we go out for a quiet walk to 

ety. Technology, according to Ellul, has so transformed think? These decisions may seem petty and trivial. But at I 
our culture that "the human personality has been almost stake in these hundreds of daily decisions is the survival ; I  

I i 
wholly disassociated and dissolved through mechaniza- of our inner selves. We have choices, but we must be- ' i 

1 I 
tion. " In Ellul's view, the technological mentality, the come aware of these choices. I 

ence point for judging and criticizing technology." I Wired World is not primarily economic or legal. Rather, 
I 

I '  
don't agree with Ellul for the simple reason that I did it is philosophical, psycholoaical. and s~iritual. And I ' i 



"econd, invididuals have different priorities, different 

values. It is the slowness and silence and privacy for 

reflection on those values that we must regain. While 

it would be helpful for governments to enforce new 

laws-such as that cell phones are forbidden in restau- 
I 

/I rants or that all businesses must provide six weeks of 
Il 

I/ vacation for  their workers Ias in some Euro~ean  coun- - - - - - - - - - - - . - - - - i 

tries) or that all public and corporate spaces are required 

Pennsylvania in the late seventeenth century, i,. ,,,,- 

mark and France in the late eighteenth century, and in 

England in the early nineteenth century did not stop 

slavery. What ended slavery was the gradual recognition 

by individual members of human society that slavery I 
was -_ d e h u m a n i z m o t  -, _ L.__l_____ only to the slaves but also to -- 
their masters. -- 

In creating the Wired World and the mentality that 

, to have noise-free zones or that transactions in the stock 1 goes with it, we have unintentionally imprisoned our- 
market must have a twenty-four-hour delay-none of selves. That imprisonment has happened slowly and m 
these mandates can by themselves alter attitudes of self. I unconsciously. Our manacles are subtle and invisible as 

I 
I 

I Changes in philosophy of life come about slowly, and at I air, but they are real. Although the regaining of our free- 
I the level of the individual. 
1 I dom and the reclaiming of our inner selves will take 

1 
A comparison is the institution of slavery. Slavery 1 time, it is possible. 

has existed in all parts of the world since the earliest 

recorded history. The involuntary servitude of one class 

of individuals to another is sanctioned in Mosaic law 

I I  
and described in the Old and New Testaments. bespite 

i\ 
it I 
* I  

their life of high culture and refinement, the ancient 
I 

r l  Greeks not only permitted slavery but also organized 
I , much of their society around it. For millennia, slavery 

r ;  
Z was accepted as part of the natural order of things. 

I 
1 

I 

FINALLY, I RETURN to the present, the moment of my I 

questioning. The Wired World, for good and for ill, is 

the world that we live in. Capitalism and technology, for 

good and for ill, are here to stay. But, as potent and per- 

vasive as these forces are, I do not think we can blame 

them for the absence of privacy and silence and inner 
I 

Without question, it was believed that some human :I I reflection in our lives. We must blame ourselves. For not 
I 

beings were naturally inferior to others, could rightfully 
I 

I 
letting my mind wander and roam, I must blame myself. 

! be owned by others. Even many of the founding fathers For allowing myself to be plugged in to the frenzied 

of America, such as Thomas Jefferson, counted slaves world around me twenty-four hours a day, I must blame 
$ 1  

I among their possessions. The various antislavery laws in myself. Only I can determine my personal set of priori- 
1 

"i 
I 
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