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We have given our hearts to machines, and now we are turning into machines.

—William Deresiewicz, “Faux Friendship,”
Chronicle of Higher Education, April 20, 2012

INCUNABULA

 

Paper or plastic, gentle reader?

By which I mean, are you reading these words as print on a traditional wood-pulp page or are they reaching you (as is increasingly common, these days) through electronic images of letters whose configuration changes with each new screen?

There is a real difference involved in your choice of literary delivery system, although it's not a difference of good or bad, as bibliophiles often claim. You may already know that book lovers say electronic books do not have the “aura” of a physical object: they can't be hefted or smelled. These same people go on about a print book's texture and tactility, observing that eBooks prevent you from enjoying the guilty pleasure of writing in the margins or turning down the corner of a memorable page. An author's signature on the title page might also bring to mind some personal impression of the man or woman who wrote a favorite book (although publishers are now working hard to overcome this).1

eBooks don't provide the simple satisfaction of well-stocked bookshelves (some call this the books-as-furniture argument). eBooks also don't advertise your personal taste or sense of humor on the subway or at the beach in the same way that a physical copy of The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao might. Moreover, for some reason no one has yet figured out, electronic books take 10 percent more time to read; and accessing the footnotes on a Kindle® eBook is a tedious, time-wasting burden.2 Lastly, you can't hide photos, documents, or money in eBooks, something that sounds silly, unless you're artist-poor and suddenly rediscover a twenty-dollar bill marking a memorable passage in a well-read book, or unless one day you find an old snap of a much younger, skinnier man doing a dip with a much younger woman—not yet his wife—while both of their faces quite clearly show the first flush of love.

Notwithstanding these minor advantages of paper books, the longing for a palpable book-object is a familiar kind of nostalgia that disguises people's discomfort with new things and devices. A similar discomfort may be the birthplace of racial prejudice, but such anxieties always accompany technological change. In fact, the prejudice against the new is so strong, so fundamentally human, that in order to make new technologies more familiar and acceptable, the physical appearance of an older technology is always repeated in the design of the first generation of replacements.3 Our Neolithic ancestors may have experienced similar feelings when pottery replaced woven baskets. We know that the peculiar beauty of Anasazi pottery, for example, depends on its starkly linear geometric designs, an unavoidable structural necessity built into the warp and woof of the woven baskets that precede pottery.

And, in our own time, many eBooks have “pages” that need to be turned.

Okay. But there is a more significant difference between hard, paper copies and their electronic replacements, and this difference is at the heart of this book. The sale of any physical object once required a physical, interpersonal exchange. Until very recently, money was traded for goods in person. Things actually changed hands. In ancient times, such transactions took place in the agora or marketplace and the word agoraphobia—“fear of the marketplace”—still describes the unreasonable and inconvenient fear of other people.4

Like all marketable items, paper books used to require human interaction and distribution. They had to be warehoused, handled, shipped, unpacked, and sold. In fact, until 1995, the act of purchasing a book demanded that you enter a bookstore, make a selection from a shelf, then interact with a human cashier as you completed your purchase. When you handed over your money, the cashier might say, “Paper or plastic, sir?” This might be the only thing he or she said, but it was human, and since it required an answer, something social happened. According to Jane Jacobs, it is the repeated process of such trivial interactions that establishes, over the course of time, social familiarity and “trust,” the intangible glue that holds our society together.

Amazon.com changed all that by introducing online shopping in 1995. They began with books. Book people no longer needed to travel to a bookstore for a full-fledged fix. This was partly a good thing since back in the day it was very hard to find a comprehensive brick-and-mortar bookstore that endured for any length of time. It's true that there were many in cities with very high levels of literacy like Berkeley, Chicago, DC, Manhattan, San Francisco, Seattle, and most college towns. But elsewhere it was a different story. In Los Angeles (my former home), bookstores were transitory things with eccentric and spotty selections that favored the film industry. You could always find copies of Movie Maker or American Cinematographer, but God help you if you wanted something by little-known local writers like John Fante or Chester Himes. In LA, whenever someone started a good bookstore (Papa Bach's, for example), it went bust in a very short space of time. In 1995, however, Amazon's innovative retail model made it easier to have a literary habit if you lived in la-la land or in any other place where the idea of books-as-furniture had not yet penetrated.

The best thing about Amazon was that it worked very well. Internet banking began in 1994, but, more tellingly, Pizza Hut began selling its pies online that same year. Amazon CEO Jeff Bezos, who must know something about pizzas, since he invented the “two-pizza management team,” immediately recognized a good thing. “Why wouldn't that work for books?” he wondered. And it did.5 So right from the very beginning, Amazon was successful. Bezos had nonetheless overlooked the single disadvantage of Pizza Hut's retail model, and no wonder, since it was a disadvantage that Pizza Hut never shared. For Amazon, even in the United States where the postal system worked very well, there is a substantial delay when books get shipped by mail or courier. This delay doesn't apply to national pizza chains, which have so many local outlets that pizzas are still (sometimes) enjoyed hot from the oven. But for books there was a problem of delivery lag time, and so, despite vigorous competition from Amazon's comprehensive selection and competitive pricing, face-to-face book selling continued to thrive at brick-and-mortar bookstores for the next decade.

Meanwhile, more and more people became accustomed to online shopping via eBay, which began its operations in 1996. Music lovers also began downloading free MP3 files the same year Pizza Hut went online. But portable MP3 players didn't arrive until 1998, and the file-sharing program Napster itself was also a late bloomer, arriving in 1999. After 1996, Steve Jobs had returned to Apple as a consultant, but he was preoccupied as iCEO (interim CEO) of NeXT, whose software became the basis of the operating system for the iMac®, which was released one year after Jobs took up the reins at Apple again in 1997. It took Jobs three more years to extend the company's brand by developing its portable music player. Jobs put the digital player together with an online store selling single, virus-free music downloads at affordable prices. By this time, the i in NeXT's iCEO had come to mean “indefinite.” Jobs powerful iPod®/iTunes combination appeared in October 2001.

From the start, Jobs, a pianist and an audiophile, was entirely focused on digital recordings, and he had little interest in the book business. Despite his interest in music, he was aware that the iPod could expand into digital video, but to him, print was an antique media. This seems a noteworthy lacuna for such a man, gifted both with formidable technological foresight and—strangely—a profound love of both typography and calligraphy. Moreover, Jobs had already developed generations of electronic devices based on a scribal interface. Nonetheless, much as Edison overlooked the commercial opportunity of recording music after inventing the phonograph, Jobs lacked insight into ordinary people's fondness for reading. He had been involved early on (1978–1982) in the development of the Apple Lisa (1983), a costly and cumbersome failure. In addition, Jobs later returned to Apple in 1998 after CEO Gil Amelio was fired over the $100 million failure of the Newton, whose main mistake was really its prematurity since it anticipated both the personal digital assistant and iPad® tablet phenomena. Subsequently, Jobs was fundamentally unwilling to risk the company's resources on anything but mature product ideas like the iPod and, later, after long delays, the iPhone® and iPad. When the Kindle debuted in 2007, Jobs dismissed the market possibilities for eBooks out of hand. The market hole into which such a product might be successfully inserted was not yet visible to him. “The whole concept is flawed at the top,” he said, “people don't read anymore.”6

Oddly, Jobs's views about universal illiteracy appeared in a print interview. Since he was more aware of people's real reading habits, bookseller Jeff Bezos read them in the New York Times and immediately disagreed. Once again, Bezos recognized a very good thing in its earliest stages. In fact, Jobs had laid it all out for him. iTunes was, of course, an online store selling downloadable digital files that played only on Apple's proprietary device. You couldn't play iTunes’ AAC-formatted songs on an ordinary MP3 machine. As Bezos turned this idea around in his mind, he realized the Apple model not only guaranteed repeat customers; it also simultaneously solved the dilemma posed by Amazon's shopping lag time. Bezos was probably not interested in the fact that, as it did these things, iTunes inadvertently had an additional profoundly sociological impact. The iPod acclimatized customers to a method of consumption that is even more impersonal than in-person, hand-over deliveries of CDs, books, or pizzas. (This happens, incidentally, through their involvement in the closed loop of online shopping and digital delivery.) By eliminating a tangible product, iTunes also eliminated the need for a delivery person. At the time, all Bezos was interested in was the possibility of customers’ immediate gratification and the elimination of the costly and cumbersome delivery component from his retail model.

So in 2007, Amazon extended the range and appeal of the impersonal retail shopping experience by introducing their Kindle eBook reader. As Amazon extended its reach into more and more retail areas by selling music, movies, toys, games, what have you, and as more and more online stores copied them, many fewer social exchanges took place whenever anything got bought and sold: if the transaction was digital, nothing social happened at all.

When these events took place, eBook readers had been around for a decade (Rocket eBook and Softbooks first appeared in 1998). But Amazon's Kindle possessed a distinct retail advantage distinguishing it from its humble predecessors. Kindles allow instantaneous “impulse buying” at the touch of a button. The download takes place over the cell phone network, so Kindle users don't even need an Internet connection to download music, as do users of the iPod, iPhone, or iPad. In addition, Kindles are fast. They're cheap (the Fire® model now retails for under $200). And, of course, initially they were fundamentally cool to receptive early adopters who quickly recognized when a new technology does an old job much more effectively.

Most of all, however, the Kindle is deeply impersonal, and for this reason it represents the culmination of a long line of self-serve automata—including writing and the book—that remove the “human factor” from the minute human exchanges and retail interactions that used to be essential to the life of the agora or business district, the active mercantile heart of every city. Most of the exchanges that take place in this neighborhood are, as Jane Jacobs writes, “utterly trivial, but the sum is not trivial at all. The sum of such casual public contact at a local level…is a feeling of public identity of people, a web of respect and trust and a resource in time of personal or neighborhood need. The absence of this trust is a disaster…. Its cultivation cannot be institutionalized.”7

It is true that Kindles depersonalize retail exchanges unintentionally. Nonetheless, throughout the twentieth century, the process of dehumanizing retail exchanges accelerated. It is a central claim of this book that, throughout the twentieth century, human interactions declined rapidly. Even the loss of superficial ones like those involved in retail exchanges radically reduced our opportunity to acquire, hone, and maintain social skills. Not surprisingly, contemporary research indicates that a vast majority of Americans feel rudeness has overtaken most aspects of daily life in public.8 In terms of America's social capital, the consequences are tragic. Without everyday practice in sociability, civility, and charm, these basic components of interpersonal relationships became replaced with reluctance, suspicion, and hostility. But more than this, with the erosion of casual interactions comes the erosion of familiarity, which sweetens and ferments the most essential ingredient of social capital: interpersonal trust. As Jacobs writes: “A continuity of people who have forged social networks…are a city's irreplaceable social capital. Whenever the capital is lost, from whatever cause, the income from it disappears, never to return.”9

In this way, as technology slowly replaced intrapersonal interactions, agoraphobia and isolation wandered hand-in-hand into modern life like Hansel and Gretel innocently making their way into the depths of the forest toward the witch's house. Moreover, recent breakthroughs in neuroscience reveal that chronic loneliness is a powerful human force and is responsible for the increasingly prevalent tendency to imbue “non-human agents with humanlike characteristics, motivations, intentions and emotions…. These non-human agents may include anything that acts with apparent independence…nonhuman animals, natural forces, religious deities and mechanical or electronic devices.”10

It is hard to judge to what extent contemporary behavior is shaped by such anthropomorphism. Animistic beliefs in anthropomorphic natural forces have declined steadily with the acceptance of scientific investigations, and there appears to be a more recent if slight decline in churchgoing religiosity among Americans (although only 13 percent of Americans claim they have no religion). Still, recent research suggests that it is the “social and participatory mechanisms” that contribute most to “religion's impact on life satisfaction.”11 Moreover, the population of the United States currently spends over $40 billion per year to maintain about a hundred million cats, dogs, fish, and other assorted pets that are universally described as family members and are often spoken to in the “motherese” dialect specific to utterances directed at human newborns. Moreover, there is a disturbing trend to anthropomorphize our personal technology (iPods, iPhones, and BlackBerries®). The tendency to feel connected to inanimate gadgets unsettles MIT psychologist Sherry Turkle, who wonders when “we feel together [with these devices], but really…are alone, where are we?”12

Developments in neuroscience may provide the answer to the puzzle of why and how contemporary Americans find substitutes for human company in their personal technological devices. Since the discovery of mirror neurons in the 1980s, neuroscience has repeatedly shown that individual human beings are transitive verbs always searching for direct connections with human objects. We are neurally programmed to complete ourselves only in genuine relationships with other human beings. But our programming is so powerful and so deeply embedded in the primate fabric of our brains that when the possibility of same-species relationships are absent from our lives, we compulsively invent substitutes out of whatever animate or inanimate material is at hand. In ages past, we invented gods and goddesses, but in our own time theological mythologies have been replaced by scientific ones, and we now fill the absence of human company with tiny personal machines. Psychologist Lisa Merlo observes that “there's a…quick progression from having a basic phone you don't talk about to people who love their iPhone, name their phone and buy their phones outfits.”13 This substitution—of machines for human company—began in earnest in the early decades of the twentieth century, long before our modern era when mobility and the digital revolution evaporated the need for national brick-and-mortar chain stores like Tower Records, Blockbuster Video, and, most recently, Borders. Still, our longing for human company and connection persists. If we rarely mourn the passing of a local chain outlet, we often feel a deep sense of personal loss when local retail institutions disappear; for this reason, the simple threat of closure to a place like Ray's Pizza (27 Prince Street in Little Italy) merits front-page coverage in the New York Times. Its ironic epitaph is already written: “The sad fact is that the 2011 version of Little Italy…is not designed in the interests of mom-and-pop pizza parlors that people come there expecting to see.”14

SELF-SERVE

A customer for cigarettes…goes into a store to obtain [them]…. The salesman…has only to deliver. Any additional motion or words waste time for both…salesman and customer…customers resent superfluous motions and words. They take a slice from the store's good-will and…the proprietor has to pay…for…wasted moments.

—Peter O’Shea, “Mechanical Retailing,”
Magazine of Business, November 1928

The above epigraph encapsulates one of the ways in which self-service has made us lonelier and less sociable. In the Arab world (a former home), haggling over pennies is a sociable game that passes the time, enables people to get to know one another, and guarantees repeat custom. America's reluctance to savor such microscopic social exchanges is the phenomenon that led me to write Made to Break (2006) and this book. Both are attempts to explain how America lost the ability to enjoy human company. As soon as making money became our society's primary imperative, the casual interpersonal exchanges that fill our day but lack immediate monetary value became suspect, scrutinized, and ultimately expendable. We have come such a long way down this path that these days, social interaction is valid only if it is commoditized by a machine that mediates our exchanges and places a financial value on them: so much money for so many minutes or so many characters during each exchange.

No wonder, then, that people often complain that there are so few places to meet friends or eligible members of the opposite sex, and also that there's so little time to do it. Dating services like eHarmony.com proliferate in order to mediate and commoditize our most basic instinct: finding a partner. In fact, a majority of young people now meet their partners via online dating services. Unfortunately, these partnerships are increasingly short-lived. While 72 percent of Americans marry at some point in their lives, currently only half of adult America is married, a marked decrease from 72 percent in 1960. This is partly because the human affairs (no pun intended) of city dwellers have accelerated while human interactions (including opportunities to meet romantic or sexual partners) have been systematically devalued and factored out of daily life. It has become commonplace to observe that most Americans no longer have a single trusted confidante or friend and that—increasingly—people are marrying later, increasingly living alone, and also divorcing more without remarrying.15 Moreover, science has long attributed increased rates of mood and anxiety disorders as well as radical increases in schizophrenia to those born and raised in cities. A recent (2009) article concludes: “Urbanization is modestly but consistently associated with the prevalence of psychopathology.”16 A slightly earlier study (2005) suggests pointedly that some city dwellers are especially at risk for specific disorders like schizophrenia: “Recent studies have focused on the developmental effects of…‘social capital’ or ‘the glue that holds society together’…[suggesting] that in particular cognitive social capital or aspects of the degree of mutual trust, bonding and safety in neighborhoods, exerts a developmental impact on the mental health of children growing up in these environments.”17

The most recent neurological research provides a handy explanation for the heightened mental illness and solitude of city dwellers. An elegant study published in Nature during the summer of 2011 shows “that urban upbringing and city living have dissociable impacts on social evaluative stress procession in humans…[linking]…the urban environment for the first time to social stress processing.”18

The connected problems of urban stress and unsociability are on the increase since 82 percent of Americans now live in cities, and by 2050 about 70 percent of the global population (about 9 billion, by that time) will also live in cities, expanding the world's urban population to 7.2 billion people or about 200 million more human beings than are currently alive on the earth. All together these facts present a bleak interpersonal picture for the near future. We have not only lost the opportunity to make friends and lovers, but we have also lost the time it takes to sustain friendship and the skills required to do so. Initially, as we became oriented to the goals of competition and personal advancement, we came to believe that the casual encounters were time wasters that lowered our productivity. Today, however, we view such activities as labor-intensive and fraught with interpersonal risks that promise very low rewards. In our predominantly urban lives, we are surrounded with opportunities to interact, but instead we choose to isolate ourselves, and we deploy increasingly sophisticated technologies to help us do exactly that. Increasingly, as the “singularity” or “robotic moment” arrives, we turn toward better and better electronic diversions that promise the ability to “friend” or “unfriend” strangers at the touch of a button. Of course, such serial friendships are always mediated by a machine. In our increasing isolation, these “user-friendly” devices gradually modify our ideas of friendship and become—as Lisa Merlo points out—our prosthetic friends (but more of that later). Moreover, “friendships” like those on Facebook, are so superficial and of such short duration that they are very poor substitutes for the satisfactions and genuine annoyances of real friendship and real love. Recently, in Going Solo, sociologist Eric Klinenberg observed that our transition to a singular modern lifestyle is increasing with no end in sight. It may now be old-fashioned to observe that this is a very sad and lonely state of affairs. Nonetheless, the full extent and history of technology's role in our transition to post-postmodern urban isolation and “humanity-lite” should be very informative. The interrelationship between technology and loneliness appears often in works about America in the twentieth century. In one of the best known of these, written in 1970, sociologist Philip Slater observed that “one of the major goals of technology in America is to ‘free’ us from the necessity of relating to, submitting to, depending upon, or controlling other people.”19 I would like to know what we learn—what places we visit—when we retrace the trail of the breadcrumbs that marked our passage to this technological isolation.

The trend toward eliminating human interactions for reasons of speed, efficiency, cost, or stress reduction began during the wave of urbanization that followed the Civil War. It was facilitated and encouraged by technology, and it continues today in the utility of time-saving killer apps for our smartphones and in online downloads and shopping. These days, as you enter a big-box store, you notice unusual black-and-white pixilated design posters on the walls. These are Quick Response (QR) Codes, replacements for the now-old-fashioned bar codes. They were designed by Toyota in 1994 to facilitate decoding: in computer terms, they can be recognized much more quickly than linear bar codes. Marketers have been quick to exploit them. The latest marketing gimmick requires you to take a picture of the design with your smartphone and then allow a recognition app to take you to a website where a coupon awaits you. At the checkout you scan your smartphone into the automated teller and receive the discount promised on the website. In all of this, there is no interaction with another human being.20

Our attitudes toward machines and other humans began to change radically when life accelerated with the assistance of reliable clocks, hourly wages, dependable railroad schedules, national methods of communication, and the intensification of the attitude of interpersonal competition that became a way of life in our most industrialized cities during and after the Civil War. Unfortunately, what we lose by relying on technological time-savers that eliminate seemingly meaningless micro-exchanges from the urban environment is the most essential ingredient of social capital. Jane Jacobs describes it eloquently:

In speaking of city sidewalk safety, I mentioned how necessary it is that there should be…an almost unconscious assumption of general support when the chips are down—when a citizen has to choose…whether he will take responsibility or abdicate it in combating barbarism or protecting strangers. There is a short word for this assumption of support: trust. The trust of a city street is formed over time from many, many little public sidewalk contacts. It grows out of people stopping by at the bar for a beer, getting advice from the grocer and giving advice to the newsstand man, comparing opinions with other customers at the bakery and nodding hello to the two boys drinking pop on the stoop, eying the girls while waiting to be called for dinner, admonishing the children, hearing about a job from the hardware man and borrowing a dollar from the druggist, admiring the new babies and sympathizing over the way a coat faded. Customs vary: in some neighborhoods people compare notes on their dogs; in others they compare notes on their landlords. Most of it is ostensibly utterly trivial but the sum is not trivial at all. The sum of…casual, public contact at a local level…is a feeling for the public identity of people, a web or public respect and trust, and a resource in time of personal or neighborhood need. This absence of this trust is a disaster to a city street. Its cultivation cannot be institutionalized. And above all, it implies no private commitments.21

Today, the social web of unspoken trust created by tiny, repeated interactions is gradually being erased by the pervasiveness of increasingly sophisticated technologies. The process of eliminating social trust began slowly. In 1880, the first vending machines appeared on English train platforms. Not surprisingly, they sold a new invention—postcards—a development that reflects the origins of our accelerated age because they reduce the time needed to write a letter while also shortening the time required for a retail transaction—a very important concern in the rush and bustle of railway stations. In addition, vending machines provided a brief, consumable distraction by providing a way to spend some of the disposable moments that occurred (and still occur) in transit. In 1927, the year slot machines changed from being small-change start-ups run by private operators into a big-chain corporate business, the New York Times observed, “Veterans in the vending machine game ‘fish’ for the public penny or nickel in still waters…they ignore fast running streams since no strikes are made there. On subway and elevated platforms…the machines are placed some distance from the entrance…where people have come to a stop and are waiting…. These machines…capitalize an inability of the American temperament to sit down and wait without having something to do.”22

While waiting for a train, you could find a coin in your purse or pocket, make a selection from the displayed goods, “wait for the penny to drop,” complete your purchase, and even scribble a brief, informal note.23 In 1903, in an influential essay called “The Metropolis and Mental Life,” sociologist Georg Simmel observed, “Self-preservation in the face of the great city requires…a…negative type of social conduct. The mental attitude of the people of the metropolis to one another may be designated formally as one of reserve…if I am not mistaken, the inner side of this reserve is not only indifference but more frequently…a slight aversion, a mutual strangeness and repulsion.”24

Similarly today, when we are bored or when a stranger enters our elevator or subway car, we suddenly remember our portable “shield”—BlackBerry or iPhone—and consult it immediately, grateful for a small mechanical excuse to avoid time spent enduring uncomfortable self-reflection or eye contact.25 Despite the social necessity of developing trust, it is an awkward, time-consuming process, like forming friendships. Eventually, urbanites developed behaviors like “civil inattention” to limit the amount of energy required to render safe their brief interactions with strangers “who require only civil inattention and involve themselves in [our] affairs only to the extent of according the same courtesy.”26 Sociologist Erving Goffman describes this ritualized use of the gaze as a display of “unfurtiveness…[a] show of properly going about one's own separate business.”27 This was a necessary development since, as Jane Jacobs observed, “Cities are full of people…you do not want…in your hair.”28

Conversation with strangers invariably brings awkward moments and slight but annoying interpersonal risks. Moving through the metropolis, we are overwhelmed by the number of strangers passing close to us. Sociologist Robin Dunbar has suggested that we are really only comfortable with 150 (or so) human contacts, but in the modern metropolis we encounter five times that number while leaving our office buildings to visit the local roach coach. At home we are husbands and wives, moms and dads. At the office we are colleagues, experts, working stiffs, bosses, or lackeys. But in between these geographically separate roles, there is little to provide the interpersonal context on which the modern personality depends. With nothing to shape ourselves against, introversion is the most familiar and prudent course to safeguard psychic energy. We wrap invisible technological shells around us like hamster balls and become “i-Pods” as we move from site to site in our native urban landscape. The sense of dissatisfaction we sometimes experience in our urban environment is often inexplicable since we don't really have a clear picture of the kind of life we were designed for or why we are missing it. Meanwhile, technological distractions have become our most accessible means of providing interpersonal security as we hurry through public spaces where we are least defined and most vulnerable.

It should surprise no one that in the decades since coin-slot vending machines first appeared, our distraction dispensers have become more portable and convenient. The development of affordable pocket-sized transistor radios (1954–1957) marks a watershed in our relationship to an assortment of machines that would become known as “personal” electronics. Of course, we now have much more sophisticated, smaller, and more useful devices. The distractions they purvey are no longer tangible but marginally useful products like postcards or gum. Where we once carried with us flint-and-steel kits, pocketknives, pocket watches, harmonicas, and sometimes small “Derringer” pistols, we now carry portable vending machines that dispense songs, videos, and information, or that simply engage us in addictive games like Angry Birds®. Since they are digital, these products are easy to transport and transfer; no physical exchange of goods is required. Nonetheless, we still refer to these weightless digital items as the “content” of our devices, using a metaphor perhaps inspired by vending machines to describe these post-postmodern time wasters.29 Like vending machines, these devices completely eliminate the costly and inconvenient human factor.

The social value of time-filling diversions among late Victorians was not lost on Thomas Adams, the inventor of chewing gum. The first purveyor of vending machines in America, Adams installed them in train stations to market Tutti Frutti, his new brand of gum. Soon after that early beginning, one-armed bandits (devices without any content at all) were invented. The nature of games had already become much less sociable with the popularity of Patience and Solitaire in the 1890s. Machine games actually preceded this trend: Chimney Sweep, the first penny-in-the-slot “game,” appeared in 1871 and required only a solitary player. Later machines took up the trend of providing diversion to solitary consumers and moved from single-player gambling slot machines (one-armed bandits) to similarly solitary games like Bagatelle, and then to games featuring more “pins,” like Whoopie, Baffle-Ball, and Bally-Hoo. Electric lights and bells were finally added by Harry Williams in 1933.30

These early arcade games are clear precursors to Pac-Man®, Space Invaders®, Tetris®, and all the interactive video games that have become part of our lives. The addictive nature of such solitary machine games became obvious as early as 1934, when Mayor Fiorello LaGuardia shut down gangster Frank Costello's extensive one-armed-bandit operation throughout New York City. Costello's True Mint Novelty Company had distributed over twenty-five thousand nickel slot machines throughout the region. At the height of the Depression, the “King of Slot's” daily profits were about $500,000. Costello's books at this time reveal an annual profit in excess of $37 million.31

Automatic games and self-service strategies developed simultaneously but sometimes took separate tracks. The pay phone appeared in Philadelphia in 1889, while the first fully automated telephone system debuted in Laporte, Indiana, in 1892. As America's mania for coin slots and vending machines developed, the machines were installed in storefronts devoted to wildly different purposes. There were penny arcades, of course. But there were also phonograph parlors at major transit points, like ferry and railway terminals.

These simple businesses consisted mainly of an unobstructed open room with slot-machine phonographs installed on the surrounding walls. They provided commonplace if unsociable diversions. It was one of the marvels of the modern age that you could be among a crowd but separate from it. Travelers deposited their nickels and blocked one of their ears with a finger before listening to a short song through a monophonic listening tube placed in the other ear. In an age when epidemics of influenza and tuberculosis were common, the surviving photos of the era show small towels attached to each machine with which customers might clean the ear tubes before inserting them. The ability to cater to and encourage solitude progressed rapidly in America. In 1982, the French philosopher Jean Baudrillard would write “Sadder than the beggar is the man who eats alone in public.”32 But by 1902, eating alone had become a common American custom after Joseph Horn and Frank Hardart opened the first of their famous AutomatSM restaurants, which fed solitary city dwellers in Philadelphia. By 1907, nickelodeon movie parlors like the famous Orpheum in New York City proliferated in all American cities.33 A solitary worker could sit among a crowd and yet remain completely separate while watching the flickering lights in the comforting darkness of a motion-picture hall.

Self-service businesses and automata that eliminated attendants, clerks, waiters, and the social exchanges they required spread like wildfire during a period in which civility was already in decline. As urbanization took hold, stress increased, and the interpersonal silences that characterized brief, one-time encounters between citizens expanded throughout the liminal spaces of the city. Victorian strangers tipped their hats, nodded, smiled, and traded innocent, formulaic greetings requiring a response (“Nice day, isn't it?” or “How are you today?”). But the moderns increasingly deployed solitary self-service distractions and avoided eye contact. In 1939, German sociologist Norbert Elias observed that the long process of self-isolation and privacy that characterizes Western civilization began in the early modern era as domestic spaces were enlarged and sleeping arrangements became more and more private. Modern man's sense of privacy, self-differentiation, individuation, and eventual isolation, in other words, had been on the rise for a very long time. Elias theorized that as the crude conditions and cramped sleeping arrangements of the Middle Ages progressively gave way to more and more personal space, the threshold of personal shame rose, and people repressed their childlike and natural impulses to a greater degree becoming, in the process, more interior and isolated.34 Civil War historian Bertram Wyatt-Brown suggests this process was repeated as colonial and later rural America shifted to urban locations. As Americans left rural farms where tiny farmhouses had to accommodate entire families and moved singly into the urban centers of the northeastern United States, people became more autonomous, interior, and alone.35

Cities had grown enormously since the Civil War. Rudeness and Civility, John Kasson's wonderfully readable account of the decline in American politesse, captures this growth succinctly: “As of 1880, seventy-seven cities could boast a population of over 25,000, and twenty of more than 100,000. By 1910, New York, now with five consolidated boroughs, claimed almost five million residents, Chicago had swelled…to over two million, and Philadelphia had tripled its 1860 population to reach over one and a half million people.”36

Significantly, by 1905, city dwellers were able to shut themselves off from unwanted social interactions and distractions in their immediate surroundings when phone booths, originally called “silence boxes” appeared in major Eastern cities, and at this time, locked single-stall pay toilets were unknown.37 The idea of isolating a single user may have come from the first voting machines (1892–1898), activated when citizens drew a privacy curtain around themselves. But in 1866, long before such machines appeared, Mark Twain described a growing interpersonal decline in America's cities: “A man walks through his tedious miles through the same interminable streets every day, elbowing his way through a buzzing multitude of men, yet never seeing a familiar face, and never seeing a strange one the second time…there is little sociability…and little cordiality.”38

Exactly one hundred years later, the decline in sociability had become a commonplace topic in folk songs. In 1966, at age seventeen, Paul Williams—publisher of rock music magazine Crawdaddy!—identified what is sometimes called the decline of social capital in an essay about Paul Simon's popular song “The Sound of Silence.” Williams described “today's city…where people…are pushed together more and more into their own worlds, [and] wrap themselves in…silence, [and] in the protection of ‘not getting involved.’”39

The century that intervened between Twain and Williams saw the development of Piggly Wiggly self-serve groceries that eliminated most interactions with grocery clerks after 1916. Affordable domestic refrigerators like the Monitor-Top Frigidaire of 1927 eliminated daily milk and ice deliveries and their deliverymen, while a wide array of affordable domestic machinery simultaneously eliminated much of the family's need for domestic help like cooks, maids, and cleaning and laundry women. People without families had an even more solitary existence. A French factory worker who visited America during the 1920s describes the lonely conditions of an ordinary worker's living arrangement in the American city: “For a person of modest means…particularly for a worker living alone it [was] the common practice to take a furnished room or room and board in a private house.”40 By 1937, a small sample of Bostonians reported that solitary pursuits took up one-third of all their waking hours.41

So, in the years running up to Williams's “Sounds of Silence” review, new technologies and new businesses were continually introduced that limited, eliminated, or attempted to replace human interactions. These included drive-in restaurants, banks, and theaters (1920s and 1930s); talking vending machines (1928); pinball (1933); automatic answering machines (1935); round-the-clock self-serve washaterias (1935); and direct distance dialing (1951), which rendered conversations with human telephone operators obsolete. One year after Williams's article, Barclays bank in London, England, introduced the most publicized, if not the first, automated teller machine (ATM), which made ordinary personal interactions with bank clerks unnecessary. Around this time, in a bestseller called The Pursuit of Loneliness (1970), sociologist Philip Slater observed

Americans attempt to minimize, circumvent or deny the interdependence upon which all human societies are based. We seek a private house, a private means of transportation, a private garden, a private laundry, self-service stores and do-it-yourself skills of every kind. An enormous technology seems to have set itself the task of making it unnecessary for one human being ever to ask anything of another in the course of going about his daily business…within the family Americans are unique in their feeling that each member should have a separate room, a telephone, television and car…. We seek more and more privacy and feel more and more lonely and alienated when we get it.42

It was my own father, however, who expressed the connection between technology and alienation that same year in what I believe is its pithiest, most epigrammatic form. Around the time that rumors of the Beatles’ breakup were flying across continents, my dad told me: “The guy who figures out how to eliminate human cashiers will make a fortune.” He was right, of course. Automated cashiers were introduced in the mid-1990s and have become increasingly common ever since. Yet, although my father clearly understood the commercial trend to eliminate human interactions, he did not comprehend its proportions. We now live in a society in which prerecorded marketing “robocalls” are routinely received by billions of people daily. In 1994, one year after robocalls replaced the “cold calls” of real human salespeople, a husband-and-wife team of immigration lawyers, Laurence Canter and Martha Siegel, gave the world “spam” in the form of a mass-mailing promotion to market legal services. Soon after, they wrote a book about Internet marketing that changed our world.43 There is no end in sight for the removal of human agents and human interactions. As I write, robots are being deployed by major news agencies to write credible and substantially cheaper-to-produce sports stories, thus eliminating the need for human sports reporters. In the foreseeable future, a machine writer could do this job for me using algorithms and key-word searches to find all the information relevant to the history of technological isolation scanned into the online Google archive. I wonder who would buy a history book about the changes to human consciousness if it were written by a machine. Will we ever reach a point when artificial intelligences buy electronic books from robotic, online publishers?

Only Sherry Turkle knows.

SELLING ROBOTS

People disappoint; robots will not.

—Sherry Turkle, Alone Together, 2010

Widely held attitudes and expectations change over time either from training or exposure—this is the main idea of my book in a nutshell. Gradually, we came to accept machines as viable alternatives to human company. This may be a sad state of affairs, but it didn't happen overnight.

In 1890, a simple phonograph was added to a “silent salesman” vending machine in New York City. The new device was called the “talking scale.” After inserting a penny, the customer waiting for his weight to appear was treated to an operatic selection played on a crude phonograph inside the machine.44 Perhaps overweight New Yorkers who needed to weigh themselves were reluctant to invite comparisons between their physiques and the operatic build of the recorded singer; for whatever reason, this machine—a precursor to talking robots—quickly disappeared.

Today, if you dial 1-800-USA-RAIL, a powerful and sophisticated program called “AMTRAK-Julie” will talk to you with a conversational suppleness that consistently delivers better satisfaction than most humans. Not even Joe Biden has done as much to bring train travel back to acceptability. Julie is what is known as a “virtual robot,” meaning she lacks a corporeal presence and is manifested only through sounds, images, or both. Julie has very solid American ancestors, and over the course of the last century, our increasing contact with robots encouraged their gradual acceptance and encouraged the idea that machinery might provide alternatives to human interactions.

Despite the failure of the penny scale, phonographs were successfully added to self-serve vending machines in the Jazz Age, at which time they became known as “selling robots.” Machines that talk became big business in 1928 when Automated Vending Machines, United Cigar Stores, Remington Arms, and Sanitary (a postage stamp–vending machine company) raised $25 million in start-up capital and formed CAMCO, the first vending-machine consortium. Soon the press appropriated the word robot to describe an emerging generation of talking vending machines. As self-service devices, of course, they eliminated human interaction with a clerk. But talking vending machines are also a milestone in the development of technological isolation since they offered a substitute for human-to-human interaction with prerecorded messages of limited variety but with an appealing novelty.

Machines called “talkers” replaced “silent salesmen,” uttering “Thank you,” then repeating the slogan of your cigarette brand in deep and loud intonations as you completed your purchase. These appeared in the first United Cigar Store, located on Broadway in New York City, in 1928.45 If you chose Lucky Strikes, the machine would say: “Thank you. They're toasted!” If you chose Chesterfields, the machine said, “Thank you. They satisfy!”46 The best feature was that customers who inserted slugs were chastened with loud, prerecorded voices that said “Please use good coins only!”47 In the first eight months, eighteen of these machines served nearly two hundred thousand customers, averaging 773 transactions daily.48 Although Al Jolson did not record for CAMCO, some of the machine voices were appropriated from celebrities of the day. In the contemporary American imagination, this facility for speech made vending machines much more than simple “dispensers” of goods. This single human quality was enough to make them “robotic,” a very popular buzzword in the late ’20s.49 In our own time, “sociable robots” deliberately “offer the illusion of companionship without the demands of friendship,”50 but the humanization of machines was a trend that began in 1928 at Thirty-Third and Broadway with the purchase of packaged cigarettes from coin-operated talking machines.

Like several other phenomena of the era, the power of robots derives from anthropomorphic projections onto them. Recently, neuroscientists have determined that mirror neurons are likely responsible for the ache of human loneliness: the survival imperative of such painful loneliness, neuroscientists speculate, is that it drives people together to form social bonds. The same group of scientists has also speculated that mirror neurons may be the force that causes human beings to anthropomorphize when human interactions are scarce or nonexistent. 51 So if Tom Hanks's invention of “Wilson” in Cast Away (2000) can be seen as an emblem of the extreme loneliness of modern, single, friendless America, robots might well be a similarly topical emblem of the Jazz Age.

During the waves of migration to American cities, many Americans became friendless, time-poor, and cut off from familial ties. Time and distance prevented people from visiting their families, aging parents, or friends, and the increase in personal competition among city dwellers discouraged superficial relationships. Photography provided an essential and popular consumer service during this period of increased solitude: “At a time of great mobility with new separations of families…[through]…internal and external migrations [photography] became more centrally necessary as a form of maintaining, over distance and through time, certain personal connections.”52

In addition, a plethora of rule books were published at this time (the 1890s), enumerating a variety of solitaire- or patience-type games simply because time was hanging heavily on many peoples’ hands. During this period too, subcutaneous and intravenous use of two nineteenth-century inventions (morphine and heroin) achieved modern proportions through the widespread availability (after 1854) of hypodermic syringes, as did the use of opium and morphine during the Civil War as a treatment for pervasive ailments like diarrhea. 53 By the 1890s, refined opiates and cocaine were thought to cure an illness once called “neurasthenia” but since labeled “Americanitis.” For those unwilling to use drugs, the nature of games changed. For city dwellers, games became consumable events played by professional athletic proxies that tired workers could enjoy simply by attending. At this same time, children's games became solitary activities played alone, and the intense competition of the city left parents with less time to spend with their children. For these reasons, the manufactured-toy industry came into being between the 1890s and 1920s. Among the first memorable toys were Edison's Talking Doll (1890) and the “B” Teddy Bear (1903). Brian Sutton-Smith is probably the first historian to observe the changes that took place in children's play at this time. As shared games became less common, manufactured toys encouraging solitary play replaced them; they were thought to train children for the isolation and self-sufficiency required of modern workers.54

Also at this time, the commercial pet industry came into being.55 Increasingly, Americans projected human qualities onto animals and inanimate things that were ready-made company in an algid urban landscape. As robots rode their first wave of popularity in the 1920s, America's commercial pet industry (which had grown up with urbanization and industrialization following the Civil War) reached full maturity. The first industry journal, Pet Dealer, appeared in 1928.

Americans had always kept animals, of course. Horses were America's national beast of burden before cars, but dogs, birds, rabbits, and cats are seen in paintings and drawings of many founding families
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How dull it is to pause to make an end.

This book would not have happened without the support of many people: that thought makes me reflect about what a lucky man I have actually been so far in my life. Without a word of complaint, Sandra puts up with my unaffiliated, lone-wolf writerdom, while I puzzle these things out and tap them slowly into Word®. Before I began writing today, there, on the floor of our walk-in closet, I found my wedding ring, which had been lost for ten days. I was incomplete without it in a way that all women and some men will understand. Thirty-two years and three sons later, I am still, in Sandra's eyes, the stormy young poet she met in Los Angeles in our twenties. There is no greater gift than the personal freedom that flows from her acceptance of me. How wisely my spirit chose her. I have not always been so wise.

In these books, I am trying to work backward to discover what caused the explosions in population, as well as the economic and technological growth that shaped our modern world and caused us to ignore or devalue the most fundamental human satisfactions. I believe that when I consult the record and start over at the beginning, many obscure things become clear. Conversations with Leonard Lopate (WNYC), Donna Seaman (Open Books), and Terry Milewski (CBC) challenged me and made me realize that Made to Break had left the job unfinished. I am grateful to have such skilled readers, and I am grateful for the attention that Made to Break garnered. This was a direct result of the effort devoted to the book by Michael Fisher, Susan Boehmer, and RoseAnn Miller of Harvard University Press, all of whom I have never met in person or thanked adequately.

Lew Daly (of Demos in Manhattan) introduced me to his agent, Andrew Stuart, who sold this book for me with great patience and great faith. The conversations, exchanges, and ideas I've gleaned from Tom Bentley-Harapnuik, Lester R. Brown, Chris Bucci, Michael Bugeja, Joe Cacioppo, Nicholas Christakis, Cari Copeman-Haynes, Robert Copeman-Haynes, Richard Crawford, Cosima Dannoritzer, Alain de Botton, Ellen Dissanayake, Brian Dolan, Sonni Efron, Dean Falk, Stanley Fish, Adam Garfinkle, Anthony Giddens, Clive Hamilton, Paul Headrick, Christopher Hitchens, Mark Katz, Tsukao “Toby” Kawahigashi, Ned Kock, Elizabeth Kolbert, Serge Latouche, Cameron MacPhee, Bill McKibben, Andrew Nikiforuk, David Nye, Henry Petroski, Murray Phillips, David Pogue, Laura Pappano, Elizabeth Royte, Matt Richtel, Eric Rumble, Liz Sherman (of Joyride!), Mandy Sigurgeirson, Susan Strasser, Gus Speth, David Suzuki, Sherry Turkle, John Vaillant, Fred Weil, and Chris Wood shaped my thoughts or jolted me to react. I deeply regret not being able to speak with Steve Jobs, who died before we could meet. In my mind, he is a figure like Thomas Edison or Henry Ford. I wanted to talk to him as much as I still want to speak with Bill Gates, who I hope will read this and agree before I sit down to write the third book in what I have come to think of as The Potlatch Trilogy, a trio of books exploring the emergent consciousness of consumer society. How ’bout it, Bill? At the very least, it would be an interesting chat.

I would also like to thank the people at Prometheus Books for their forbearance. Linda Greenspan Regan acquired this title and began steering it toward completion before retiring. I am in her debt. In her stead, Steven L. Mitchell deserves considerable thanks for patiently and wisely giving me enough time to complete the research into the dozen different fields that contribute to the document you are now reading. Cate Roberts-Abel kept us all on track as we tried to meet the tight deadlines that resulted from protracted drafts. Melissa Shofner demonstrated the patience and graciousness of a true believer as she tracked down permissions and potential reviewers. I should also thank the nameless marketing executive who suggested the book's current title, The Big Disconnect; it was a very good call.

There's just a bit more work to do before finishing the entire project, but meanwhile, dear reader, please enjoy my book.
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A SURPRISING LOOK AT AMERICA’S LONG
LOVE AFFAIR WITH EVER-NEW TECHNOLOGIES

“Giles Slade is dead-on with regard to the dangerous way we are embracing our
machines. What we have lost is the sense of identity as part of a bigger world:
nature. . .. In The Big Disconnect, we relearn that our ability to connect with
nonhuman nature is an essential part of being human.”

* DAVID SUZUKI, professor emeritus, University of British Columbia, and author of
The Sacred Balance

A perceplive, challenging meditation on the isolating consequences of modern
technology. Do you think all those clever gadgels, apps, and websites are making
your life better? If so, Giles Slade would like a word with you. Slade is a very
smart man; you may not always agree with him, but you need to listen to what
he has to say.”

* MARK KATZ, author of Capturing Sound: How Technology Has Changed Music

Smart phones and social media sites may be contemporary fixations, but using tech-
nology to replace face-to-face interactions is not a new cultural phenomenon. Throughout
our history, intimacy with machines has often supplanted mutual human connection.

In The Big Disconnect, award-winning writer Giles Slade reveals how consumer
technologies changed from analgesic devices that soothed the longliness of a newly
urban generation to prosthetic interfaces that act as substitutes for companionship in
modern America. The history of this transformation helps explain why we use technology
to mediate our connections with other human beings instead of seeking out face-to-face
contact.

Do electronic interfaces receive most of our attention to the detriment of real
interpersonal communication? Why do sixty million Americans report that isolation
and lonelingss are major sources of unhappingss? Slade provides many insights into
our increasingly artificial relationships and a vision for how we can rediscover genuine
community and human empathy.

GILES SLADE is the author of Made to Break: Technology and Obsolescence in
America, which won the IPPY gold medal for best environmental book of 2007. He writes
regularly for the Huffington Post and is featured in The Light Bulb Conspiracy, a MediaPro
documentary about planned obsolescence that premiered on European television in
seven languages in 2011.
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