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PREFACE

“We must find topics for our writing courses,” writes Robert Scholes in The Rise
and Fall of English, “that enable students to focus on their culture at the points
where it most clearly impinges upon them, where they already have tacit
knowledge that needs only to be cultivated to become more explicit” (p. 102).
Visions attempts to be a college reader providing just such topics—a college
reader for students who find themselves in the midst of a new information age.
While there are many other thematic readers that raise large questions about
human beings and their place in the world, as well as an increasing number of
more specialized thematic readers that ask students to read and write about
computers and the Internet, Visions is the first reader that brings a broad hu-
manistic focus (what some might call a “non-techie” focus) to important ques-
tions relating to technology.

The readings are organized in six parts, each of which asks students to con-
sider important questions not just about how technology is changing all our
lives for better or worse, but also about what it is we really want from technol-
ogy—or, stated differently, what is our vision for the future? Why is it, for in-
stance, that at some moments most of us seem attracted to simple, elegant
solutions to problems (and hence seek the kinds of things that technology
seems so good at providing), whereas at other times we seem more interested
in creating obstacles for ourselves: in climbing a mountain instead of driving
around it, in trying to catch fish with a lure instead of bait? What vision do we
have for our own lives? What problems emerge when our lives become too
simple or too complex, too easy or too difficult? And what role does technol-
ogy play in helping us make the right choices?

This is a reader for teachers who want their students to think deeply, not
only about the future and about the best uses of technology but also about
the puzzling relationship between technology and human nature—and
about how the interplay of work and play remains a crucial factor in our lead-
ing happy, productive lives and building solid communities. The one issue
throughout most of the readings and Explorations in Visions is the conflicting,
often competing roles that simple and complex technologies play in our lives.

The book consists of eighteen chapters grouped into six parts. The three
chapters that make up the first part (Objects of Desire) deal with everyday ob-
jects (basically tools, toys, and gadgets); the three chapters that form the last
part (Future Thoughts) deal most broadly and most directly with issues re-
lated to technology and the future. In between, there are clusters of three chap-
ters under parts entitled At Home, At Play, At School, and At Work. Although
technology is a common thread in the eighteen chapters, the intent through-
out is to offer an extremely wide range of readings and, hence, discussion and
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Xvi Preface

writing topics—on the different ways (high tech versus traditional) that we
make new friends; decide where we live; and choose where we shop, what we
eat, how we entertain ourselves, how we keep in shape, and how we earn a
living, to list just some of the most basic issues in our lives shaped in part by
technology.

The readings themselves are clustered on the assumption that the best
discussions will involve student responses not to individual readings but to
the series of broad topics raised directly or indirectly in each chapter’s set
of four or five readings. In the case of the first chapter (Simple Things), for
example, class discussion and writing would normally follow the students’
reading all five of the selections: Thoreau’s praise for his simple homemade
furniture; George Carlin’s monologue about his stuff; Henry Petroski’s tribute
to the lowly pencil; Eric Brende’s analysis of Amish technology; and Alan
Thein Durnings list of seven ultraefficient, albeit thoroughly unglamorous,
tools.

What broadens the assignments even more is that each group of readings
is followed by a set of six Explorations related to the readings. Each Explo-
ration is itself based on a new but related topic and contains (@) a group ac-
tivity, (b) Web work, or links for further research, and (¢) a suggested writing
assignment. Embedded in this reader, therefore, are 108 directed assignments
that take students out from the cluster of readings in many exciting, unex-
pected ways.

Just what students discuss and write about will vary greatly from class to
class. Each individual reading has a suggested reading prompt that can be the
basis of a writing assignment, just as each of the eighteen chapters has an ini-
tial set of questions for all the readings. Yet each of the eighteen chapters con-
cludes with Explorations that, while thematically related to the readings, can
take the class as a whole or students working individually or in small groups
in countless directions as they respond to the suggested writing topics or to
other writing assignments generated within the class.

Following the five readings in Chapter 1 listed above, for example, are six
related Explorations, on (1) hammers and other low-tech tools, (2) what gives
some objects “glamour,” (3) packaging, (4) bicycles, (5) clutter, and (6) orga-
nizers. When discussing simple tools, for instance, students are directed to the
Best Buys page at Ace Hardware’s Web site; when discussing clutter, they are
asked to visit the Dallas-based Container Store on the Web; when discussing
organizers, the Dayrunner Corporation. The goal here is to use the Web as a
quick and easy resource through which students can do field research; this is
comparable to asking students to visit a local hardware or office supply store
when brainstorming for their papers. Links to all the sites mentioned in the
text, plus some more up-to-date links, are included in the Web site that ac-
companies this book (www.abacon.com/tuman).

While Visions can be used strictly as a traditional reader, teachers with
limited experience using online resources with their students will find the
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Web work section that accompanies each Exploration an engaging, non-
threatening way to extend the boundaries of their classes. The dual goal in
having students visit the suggested Web sites is to raise students’ interest in
the topic and to enrich their base of knowledge—all in preparation for a writ-
ing assignment that will ask them to reflect on their own vision of the future
and to ponder just what kind of simple and complex structures they want in
their own lives. The Web work sections of each Exploration, therefore, are
part of the larger aim of the book to help students become more familiar with,
and, hence, less in awe of, many aspects of the new information age. The Web
is a strange and wonderful place where students can do research on Wal-Mart,
for instance, in part by visiting the Wal-Mart corporate site—likely not a place
for an objective assessment of the company and yet a site rich with informa-
tion for anyone trying to understand problems confronting small towns and
small businesses. What students learn on the Web, in other words, is designed
to complement, not to replace, the reading and writing that has long formed
the core of college writing classes.

All of us—the most critical of students and most critical of teachers
alike—are already awash in expertly produced advertising designed to flatter
and cajole us: to play effectively to our longings and insecurities even when
we know better, even when we are intellectually aware of just how we are be-
ing manipulated. As skillful flatterers know, we can all be seduced by our de-
sires. “l can resist anything but temptation,” quipped Oscar Wilde—and
perhaps the defining experience of modern life is the dangerous, alluring in-
terplay of desire and technology. That interplay forms the backdrop of Visions:
the way our craving for new solutions—for progress—is sometimes a ratio-
nalization for new pleasures.

One of the goals of this text is to help students attain a critical awareness
of this rationalization process. Such awareness can be difficult, given that our
attachments to technology are often much deeper, much harder to pin down
than we may care to admit. Analysis has its limits, in other words, even for the
most intelligent among us. This is why the pedagogy at the core of this book
constantly asks students for personal reflection as well as research and analy-
sis. True understanding of how we as individuals fit into the complex inter-
play of new technology and ordinary experience (what might be called deep or
authentic understanding of the interplay of technology and desire) is likely to
come only when students move back and forth between detailed narrative ac-
counts of their own experience and the ideas of others as presented in the
readings, class discussions, and Web work. The critical moment for students
using this book will come in their writing, when they test for themselves what
they encounter in readings here and on the Web (for example, about the value
of technology in the schools) against their own real-life experiences. Central
to Visions is the premise that students cannot achieve critical understanding of
the Web or of the world at large without thinking and writing deeply about
their own lives.
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THE VISIONS WEB SITE

References to Web materials appear in two recurring places in the text—
in the headnote for each of the readings and in the Web work section of each
of the 108 Explorations. This printed text ordinarily contains a brief reference
to these Web materials, but more complete references as well as the actual
links to these places (as well as links to sites mentioned in the readings) can
be found at the accompanying Web site: www.abacon.com/tuman.
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The great American writer Henry David
Thoreau (a person of intense desires and
strong opinions about technology and pro-
gress) referred to most human inventions
as “improved means to an unimproved o o °
end.” This textbook seeks to encourage [
students and their teachers to look closely nVlSlonlnq
at what things are changing in our world
and what things are staying more or less
the same—and, in particular, to consider the F“t“re
the often competing effects of increasing
simplicity and complexity in our lives.
What kinds of changes really do make our lives better (lead to progress), and
in what areas of our lives are we content with older and possibly simpler
processes? And finally, can we use the readings and explorations offered here to
separate what is truly important (improving our goals or ends) from the con-
stant distraction and hype related to new, “improved” ways of doing things?
The goal of Visions, then, is to get people to think about the interplay be-

tween technology and four other key concepts that continue to reshape our
world: progress, community, desire, and sustainability.

TECHNOLOGY

How does technology make my life better—easier, safer, more conve-
nient, even simpler? Does it work much the same for other people of my gen-
eration? For people generally? And how does technology make my life (and
the lives of other people) worse—more expensive, less convenient, more com-
plex? What new gadgets do I absolutely depend on each day—and how did
others ever live without them? What new gadgets am I convinced I could live
happily without the rest of my life? What would the world be like if everyone
had some wonderful new technology? Or if suddenly some seemingly indis-
pensable technology such as electricity disappeared, and no one had it?

PROGRESS

Will our lives be better than those of our parents? Will our children’s lives
be better than ours? And their children’ lives better than theirs? And just what
do we mean by better: more material prosperity (more cars, TVs), more leisure
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