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We are not the first generation to wonder at the rapid and extraordinary 
shifts in the dimension of the world and human relationships it contains 
as a result of new forms of communication, or to be surprised by the 
changes those shifts occasion in the regular pattern of our lives. 

Carolyn Marvin, When Old Technologies Were New: Thinking About Electronic 
Communication in the Late Nineteenth Century, 1988 

  

 

Day in, day out, we are in physical dialogue with mechanisms that we do 
not fully understand. Our dependence on these systems is enormous, and 
we are moving further and further away from understanding the ever-
increasing technological innovations as the days go by. The internal 
workings of the modern computer system are hidden from view, behind 
the sleek and minimal design of the aluminium outer casing. Images 
appear on our screens and cursers dart from corner to corner as we 
caress the recessed panel discreetly positioned in the centre of the device. 
We are under the impression of being in control, the paradox however is 
that we are never fully able to be in complete control if we no longer 
understand the system that we are trying to tame.  

Our slow separation from understanding the systems that we are 
dependent upon, at least the mechanical systems are inevitable. As 
technology lurches forward into new realms, we are forgiven for being 
nudged into the passenger seat, aware that we are travelling, but with 
limited control over the journey.  

The introduction of the seemingly intangible cloud storage systems has 
accelerated this ever more, highlighting quite how little most of us know 
about the devices that ourselves and large portions of the industrialised 
world rely upon. The cloud defies material comprehension. How can 
information be stored in the immaterial realm and how are we to ever 
comprehend the amount of information it would take to fill a Exabyte, 
Zettabyte or Yottabyte of storage. The reality is that this information does 
have to find a physical space to be stored. In vast warehouses, giant hard 



drives are processing all that we are saving and storing via shared, 
seemingly invisible, hard drives.  

This hiding of the ‘hardware’ means that we no longer have the same 
relationship with much of the technology that we use. It is worth noting 
that this is not unique to computer systems. Bicycles for example now 
have optional electronic gear systems, removing the need to understand 
how incremental pulley wheels and adjustable cable tension systems can 
move the chain from one sprocket to the next. We are also well aware of 
the complex web of drainage systems and sewage canals that lay beneath 
our feet, but how informed are we of how they function and the processes 
needed to maintain this serpentine network. 

With this rapid technological development the question may have shifted 
from whether this direction has wider sociological implication to 
investigating how we deal with the new dynamics of the relationships we 
now have with systems and devices of unknown complexity.  

Is it important for us to see the working organs of the systems we are 
dependent on in order to re establish a working understanding? 
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