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Understanding Technology



When things in life start happening too fast, it is essential for us to step back and analyze what is happening and what it means in reference to our lives. This doesn't always occur, however, and we might accept a new fad, norm, or way of life without ever really considering the impact that it is having on us. Technology, on the surface, is a way to make our lives easier in a countless amo
unt of ways. This surface-level appeal of  technology in all of its forms has caused many to shower it with praise and hail the capabilities of humans when aided by iPhones, Facebook, and Twitter. 


Author Sherry Turkle goes a little deeper in her analysis of technology and finds that it is not always as helpful and life-improving as many people seem to think. In her nov
el, Alone Together, Turkle studies the effects that technology has on our human relationships and our overall perception of reality. In the midst of all of technology's praises, she raises the question, How has technology changed the way we act towards one another? In her book, she claims it is clear that technology has made us simultaneously more and less connected to one another. We are more connected in the way that we are able to contact almost anyone at any time, but we are less connected because the relationships we are now forming give us contact only when we want it. In general, I found Professor Turkle's novel and talk that she gave to be both engaging and insightful. Judging from my own experiences with technology and my observations of others' use of it, there are many of Turkle's points that I agree with as well as a few that I did not agree with.


Like many of my peers, I use different forms of technology every day. My main contact with it is through texting and the use of my cell phone. I have a standard cell phone without Internet capabilities.  I got my Facebook the summer before I went to college and go on it every couple days to check if anyone has messaged me or posted new pictures. Initially, I was very hesitant to get a Facebook, and only got one when my friends convinced me that my future roommate would think I was weird if I didn't have one. This in itself is evidence of how technology has shaped our interactions and supports Turkle's arguments: you are considered weird if you do not post details about your life on Facebook. Throughout my four years of high school, when every single one of my friends had a Facebook, I never felt out of the loop. To this day, I still fail to see the benefits that Facebook provides, for I mostly end up talking and messaging only the people that I already text, call, and Skype often. Many people convinced me that Facebook would be a way to stay in touch with classmates from high school, yet even with a Facebook I still don't stay in touch with a lot of people from my class. 


On an average day, I probably send anywhere from fifty to one hundred texts. I always have my phone on vibrate in my pocket and I will often text on my way to class, in class, at meals, and while I am in bed. I use my phone as my only alarm to wake up in the morning, so it is right next to me while I sleep. When I don't have my phone on me, I will have moments of panic where I think that I have lost it, only to remember that there is a reason I don't have it on me. It truly feels strange when I do not feel the shape and weight of my phone in my pocket. When I do assignments or other tasks that require my focus, I still always have it next to me. Even as I write this essay, my phone sits about three inches away from my laptop, waiting to distract me. My mom loves to tell a story about my connection to my phone. I was in the hospital for my first knee surgery and I had just come out of the operating room. I was very groggy and barely awake. According to my mom, she said it was the sound  of my vibrating phone that jolted me awake and made me fully conscious. She concludes the story every time by saying that whenever she needs to get me up in the morning or get me out of bed, all she needs to do put is my vibrating phone across the room.


I am not proud of the connection I have to my phone, but it is part of the “life-mix” that Turkle describes. I feel as if the second I don't have my phone on me, I will all of the sudden be in a dangerous situation or someone will need to desperately get a hold of me and I will be unreachable and unable to reach others. However, I have my phone for the sole purposes of calling and texting and cannot surf the Internet, play games, or have access to millions of apps. I think this lessens the dependency I have on my phone because I use it for two purposes only. My little brother has an iPhone and both my parents want to get one. I have always told them not to, because I believe that iPhones get you dependent on things that you would otherwise be fine without.  This is similar to a point Turkle makes in both her novel and her talk saying, “Always on and (now) always with us, we tend the Net, and the Net teaches us to need it” (Turkle, 154).


Having my phone always on me and the Internet always up when I am in my room makes it so I am readily available to be contacted. While I do feel like I am reachable at all hours of the day, I am not overwhelmed by this fact; I almost like it. I like the feeling of knowing that the people I care about will always be able to reach me. However, like with most things, there is a limit to the amount of connectivity that I can take at one time. I never keep my Facebook up while I am doing my studying and I rarely go on Facebook in general. This makes it so if someone wants to talk to me, they either have to call or text me and I am comfortable with this. The one aspect of my connectivity that overwhelms me is the massive amount of e-mails that Holy Cross sends. Currently, I have 2,454 e-mails in my Holy Cross inbox, with 1,5
61 of them unread. The am
ount of e-mails we get every day is so tremendous that I gave up trying to delete any of the ones I don't care about and simply let them pile up. The one redeeming aspect of my e-mails is that only about 1 percent of them require my response, so this allows me simply ignore most of them.


I do not think that many people my age feel overwhelmed by the notion of being “always on”. I think this because as students without demanding jobs in which people are relying on us, we don't feel like we have to escape people. Actually it seems like quite the opposite. We crave the updates and information that the connectedness and reachability provides us. We never want to feel like we are missing out on something. Therefore, I believe that Turkle's point about the overwhelming feeling of being always on is more directed towards those older than us that do have jobs in which people are reliant upon them and need their respo
nses. 


While I don't believe that the “always on” feeling is a huge challenge to myself and those around me, one the biggest challenges that does bother me is that I have a hard time focusing. Turkle spent a lot of time talking about how productivity and focus decreases when you have such a tight bond with technology and I am in complete agreement with this conclusion. In the course of studying for an exam or writing a paper, I frequently find myself texting, youtubing videos, or changing stations on my Pandora radio. It seems like I can't go more than ten minutes without diverting my attention to some technological gadget or feature. In class, if I feel my phone vibrate it is impossible for me to concentrate because I am wondering who is trying to contact me. This lack of focus starts to become a large problem because it results in me feeling like I haven't accomplished anything. Therefore, one of Turkle's points that I agree with is the decrease in focus and productivity that technology creates. This lack in focus is the biggest challenge I face in trying to manage my use of technology.


Another very prominent point of Turkle's that I am in staunch agreement with is the abuses of privacy that the Internet has committed. I think the tactic of writing a three hundred thousand word privacy agreement so that people won't take the time to read it and simply click “Agree” is entirely outrageous. Companies then use the fact that you clicked “Agree” as a basis to use the private information that they obtained and sell it to other companies. This tactic made me think of how Americans used to have immigrants to our country sign contracts in order to work when the immigrants could neither read nor speak English. These employers could then use the fact that the immigrants signed the contracts as grounds for giving them terrible wages, unsafe conditions, and an unrealistic amount of hours. If one actually scrolls through the privacy agreements or the terms and conditions, y
ou see the same thing happening: these contracts might as well be written in another language. They are nearly incomprehensible.


 Internet companies like Facebook and Apple deeply abuse our privacy in a way that is frightening and, as Turkle said, “undemocratic”. I understand the argument that if you post certain information on the Internet, you should have to deal with the consequences, but companies like Apple are obtaining and selling information that you never wanted to make public, like the contact list in your phone. Our law system needs to catch up with today's abuses of privacy and implement laws that make actions like selling contact information illegal.


While I agree with many of Turkle's points illustrated above, I disagree with a few as well. Mainly, I disagree with a position she states in her novel, that we start to “see others as objects to be accessed—and only for the parts we find useful, comforting, or amusing” (Turkle, 154). I don't think that what she describes is true because I believe we still look at a person as a person, and not as just a way to be amused or comforted. I think that she may be inflating how people really act to prove a point. I am surrounded by people and technology constantly and rarely do I see the level of human disconnect to be so vast that we don't even view a person as a person anymore.


I believe that Turkle drew on a lot of extre
me examples in order to prove her points, when her argument may have resonated with her audience more if she were to focus on more everyday examples that people could relate to. The story about Rolo and Jade is so extreme that I found it almost ridiculous. I have never encountered anyone that needs the virtual world in order to stay in their marriage or go about their daily lives in reality. I know people that play games such as World of Warcraft quite excessively, but at the end of the day for them it is still something that adds pleasure to their lives, not make their lives be
arable. I also wished that she had tailored her talk more to her audience. She focused a lot on how parents/adults and children are affected, where students aren't children anymore and, in most cases, are not yet parents. A keener focus on her audience's age demographic would have helped greatly in relating to what she was say
ing.


Overall, I found her ideas very pertinent and points as powerful issues that need to be addressed. In addition, I believe I benefited from the Technology Sabbath in that I have become much more aware of how much I use technology. Before this experience, I didn't really recognize it and now that I do, I want to have more control on how and when I use technology. When something like technology advances as fast as it does today, it is easy to integrate it into my life without understanding the effects. The break from technology and Professor Turkle's talk truly helped me to take a step back and analyze this large part of my li
fe.

�Say “number” of ways here.





�Careful – Alone Together is not a novel.  It is a nonfiction book based on interviews with real people.  


�Ouch!  There are whole other layers of emails that go out to faculty and staff, too, that students never see.


�Say “number of emails” if you are thinking of counting them, or “amount of email” (without the “s”) if you just want to emphasize the sheer mass of them.  


�Yes, but don't forget that you will be joining that working world relative soon.  It is good to think about what is in store.


�Use “one can see” to make this parallel with the start of the sentence.


�That is true.  And I think it is also valid to ask whether the examples she was presenting represent patterns that are widespread or whether they are isolated and rare. She never addressed that and in fact “brushed off” a student who tried to ask her about that aspect.


�That is the really sad part.


�Don't forget that many of you will be parents relatively soon too.  So it is not too early to start to think about how you will want to raise your children.


�Amanda,





  Very good paper.  The only general comment I have is that, as 18- and 19-year olds (most of) the first year class will be part of the “adult” world of jobs and families sooner than you seem to think.  So looking ahead and thinking about whether this technology will have effects on you there is probably not out of place now!
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