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We can't see the forest for the T-Mobiles

As we consume Apples and BlackBerrys, natural world beats a sensory retreat

By Adrian Higgins

Washington Post Staff Writer
Tuesday, December 15, 2009

You know you have crossed the river into Cyberland
when the guy coming your way has his head buried in
the hand-held screen. He will knock into you unless
you get out of his way, and don't expect an apology.
It's as if you aren't there.

Make everyone happy
this year.

Buy one BlackBerry™ Curve™ 8330
and get one FREE.

$499

After a $100 mall-in rebate.

THIS STORY

»We can't see the forest for the T-
Mobiles

= Your Take: Are texts and tweets
isolating us?

Maybe you're not.

Technology has drawn us into our interconnected
webs, in the office, on the street, on the park bench, to

FINGERS ON THE POLITICAL PULSE:
X . . 3 Senate aides with BlackBerrys in hand during
the point that we exist virtually everywhere except in  a committee meeting. (Sarah L. Voisin/the

Washington Post)

the physical world. Robert Harrison, a professor of
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Italian literature at Stanford University, laments that

when students pass through the school's visually TOOLBOX
stimulating campus, iPhones, BlackBerrys and all the [ Resize /3, Print & E-mail
evolving devices and apps draw them into their b Yahoo! Buzz

blinkered personal realms. "Most of the groves,

. o s~ | TRYEMAL MARKETING
courtyards, gardens, fountains, artworks, open spaces Constant Contoct' | FREE FOR 60 DAYS!
and architectural complexes have disappeared behind
a cloaking device, it would seem," he writes in his COMMENT &
book "Gardens: An Essay on the Human Condition."

82 Comments | View All »

This retreat from the natural world is most evident in  post A commeNT

the young, but it is not a generational phenomenon, he  You must be logged in to leave a
argues. Instead, the ubiquity of the computer is comment. Log In | Register
changing the very essence of the human animal. We
are in the midst of a historical change in "our mode of
vision," he says, "which is bound up with our mode of
being."
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According to a recent landmark study of viewing
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viewing and you get a screen time of about 8 1/2
hours. "People are spending more time in media and
especially screen media than anything else they're
doing in life," says Bill Moult of Sequent Partners, one = Sponsored Links
of two organizations that provided the study.
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But you don't need numbers to know how absorbed Professional Site Today. Try Free!
. .. www.Homestead.com

we have become by screens and their mesmerizing

qualities. In October, two Northwest Airlines pilots ) .

- . . . . Acai Berry EXPOSED (Official Test)
who flew their jet 150 miles past their destination told Warning! Health Reporter Discovers the
investigators they were distracted by their laptop Shooking Tt fnout Acal Berry
computers. Walk the streets of downtown Washington
and you will see many people, a majority perhaps,
plugged in to a two-dimensional world. Peer into the
vehicles, and tally a scary number of drivers on hand-held cellphones, even texting. This
may be illegal in the District, but the temptation is too great. We have become digital
zombies.

Buy a link here

Advertisement Actually, we have become symbionts,
says Katherine Hayles, author of

"How We Became Posthuman." Just as

a lichen is the marriage of a fungus
and an algae, we now live in full
partnership with digital technology,

which we rely on for the infrastructure

of our lives. "If every computer were
to crash tomorrow, it would be
catastrophic," she says. "Millions or

billions of people would die. That's the

condition of being a symbiont."

Hayles is among a number of
intellectuals who see this dependence
as not necessarily bad, but as

advancing civilization and, above all, just inevitable. "From Thoreau on, we have had this

dream we can withdraw from our technologies and live closer to the natural world, and

yet that's not the cultural trajectory that we have followed," says Hayles, a professor of

literature at Duke University. "You could say when humans started to walk upright, we

lost touch with the natural world. We lost an olfactory sense of the world, but obviously
bipedalism paid big dividends."

In the Computer Age, "we are making our environments more responsive to humans'
needs and desires than ever before."

Adriana de Souza e Silva, assistant professor of communication at North Carolina State
University, says the widespread acceptance of public phoning, texting, surfing and
tweeting on mobile devices has changed our lives so that we exist in a duality of the
physical and electronic worlds.

"What we are witnessing now is a different kind of public space composed of people who

are physically there [but talking to] people who are remote," she says.

She argues that this has actually made us more aware of our surroundings because so
many devices are driven by their location and the user's awareness of place. "The
BlackBerry might be looking for a local restaurant and a person two blocks away, not

overseas. If you're walking downtown and you can access information that's been tagged

there, that information suddenly becomes part of that location."

The difficulty, Harrison argues, is that we are losing something profoundly human, the
capacity to connect deeply to our environments.

Landscape designers talk about bestowing on a garden its genius loci, or spirit of the
place, that bubbles up into your consciousness if its presence is strong enough and the
visitor meditative enough to receive it.

Harrison says a garden truly reveals itself only when its own depths and those of the
beholder flow together. But that takes time. "For the gardens to become fully visible in
space, they require a temporal horizon that the age makes less and less room for."

He is captivated by the Czech writer Karel Capek, who gave the world the robot in his
play "R.U.R." and in it warned that technology would be our ruination. But Capek was

also a passionate gardener who wrote "The Gardener's Year," published in 1929. "No one

knew better than Capek that the cultivation of the soil and cultivation of the spirit are

connatural," Harrison writes. He believes gardens hold the key in leading us back into the
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visible world, because they are three-dimensional and made of living plants that speak to
our "biophilia."

"Gardens are the best place to begin this reeducation," he says. Without it, he fears that
the prophecy of the German poet Rainer Maria Rilke, in his Duino Elegies, will become
so. "Earth, isn't this what you want; invisibly to arise in us? Is it not your dream to be
someday invisible? Earth! Invisible!"

More ways to share this Article...

9 183

TeE G Reddit C Twitter
L m *"‘ myspace l. del.icio.us
digg it

NT NewsTrust QU Stumble 1t

» THIS STORY: READ + | TALK + | {2 Comments

Understand more about: People who read this also read...

= Eugene Robinson - Eugene Robinson on Sarah Palin's
flip-flop on climate change

Robert Katherine
Harrison Hayles |BlackBerry

N\

Stanford

= World War Il babies fathered by German soldiers in
occupied Europe

= Google taking on Apple in cellphone market

= Charles Lane - Charles Lane on job-killers that should
be killed

University

\_

regate
edge
discovery by

News

hingt t. Th b . . e .
Washnglonpost.com CWe Most Viewed Print Edition Articles
We can't see the garden for the Apples an... = Ask Amy
...world. Robert Harrison, a professor of Italian - Digest

literature at...

1 day ago | washingtonpost.com = An enemy within

= The incurable epidemic

» Top 35 Print Edition Articles
» Most Popular on washingtonpost.com

More about: Robert Harrison | Katherine Hayles |
BlackBerry |R.U.R |Stanford University

powered by %vri

© 2009 The Washington Post Company

JOBS | CARS | REAL ESTATE | RENTALS |

NEWS | POLITICS | OPINIONS | BUSINESS |LOCAL | SPORTS | ARTS & LIVING | GOING OUT GUIDE
LASSIFIEDS

Search Archives

SEARCH: (®) washingtonpost.com () Web: Results b =
y 008 (9

washingtonpost.com : Contact Us | Work for Us | Advertisers | Site Map | Search Terms | Topics Index | Make Us Your Home Page | Newsletters | Mobile | RSS | Widgets
The Washington Post: Subscribe | Home Delivery Service | Advertisers | PostPoints | e-Replica | Online Photo Store | The Washington Post Store | About The Post
The Washington Post Company: Information and Other Post Co. Websites

© Copyright 1996-2009 The Washington Post Company | User Agreement and Privacy Policy | Rights and Permissions Help | Contact Us

http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2009/12/14/AR2009121403347.htmI?hpid=topnews

12/16/09 2:46 PM

Page 3 of 3


http://www.washingtonpost.com/?hpid=bottomnav
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/politics/?hpid=bottomnav
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/opinions/?hpid=bottomnav
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/business/?hpid=bottomnav
http://www.washingtonpost.com/local/?hpid=bottomnav
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/sports/?hpid=bottomnav
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/artsandliving/?hpid=bottomnav
http://www.washingtonpost.com/gog/?hpid=bottomnav
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wl/jobs/home?hpid=bottomnav
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/cars/?hpid=bottomnav
http://www.washingtonpost.com/real-estate/index.html?hpid=bottomnav
http://www.washingtonpost.com/real-estate/dc-apartments-rentals.html?hpid=bottomnav
http://www.washingtonpost.com/classifieds/?hpid=bottomnav
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-srv/interact/longterm/talk/copy.htm?nav=globebot
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-srv/interact/longterm/talk/members.htm?nav=globebot
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-srv/contents/permissions.htm?nav=globebot
javascript:void(window.open('http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-srv/admin/help/popup/frame_page.html','help',%20'width=730,height=600,scrollbars=true,toolbar=no,menubar=no,resizable=true'))
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-srv/contactus/index.html?nav=globebot
http://digg.com/tools/diggthis.php?u=http%3A//www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2009/12/14/AR2009121403347.html%3Freferrer%3Ddigg&t=We%20can%27t%20see%20the%20forest%20for%20the%20T-Mobiles&w=new&b=You%20know%20you%20have%20crossed%20the%20river%20into%20Cyberland%20when%20the%20guy%20coming%20your%20way%20has%20his%20head%20buried%20in%20the%20hand-held%20screen.%20He%20will%20knock%20into%20you%20unless%20you%20get%20out%20of%20his%20way%2C%20and%20don%27t%20expect%20an%20apology.%20It%27s%20as%20if%20you%20aren%27t%20there.#
http://digg.com/educational/We_can_t_see_the_forest_for_the_T_Mobiles
http://reddit.com/submit?url=http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2009/12/14/AR2009121403347.html%3Freferrer=reddit&title=We%20can't%20see%20the%20forest%20for%20the%20T-Mobiles
http://twitter.com/home?status=We%20can't%20see%20the%20forest%20for%20the%20T-Mobiles%20-%20http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2009/12/14/AR2009121403347.html
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2009/12/14/AR2009121403347.html?hpid=topnews#myspace
http://del.icio.us/post?v=4&partner=wpni&noui&jump=close&url=http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2009/12/14/AR2009121403347.html%3Freferrer=delicious&title=%22We%20can't%20see%20the%20forest%20for%20the%20T-Mobiles:%20As%20we%20consume%20Apples%20and%20BlackBerrys,%20natural%20world%20beats%20a%20sensory%20retreat%22%20By%20Adrian%20Higgins&notes=You%20know%20you%20have%20crossed%20the%20river%20into%20Cyberland%20when%20the%20guy%20coming%20your%20way%20has%20his%20head%20buried%20in%20the%20hand-held%20screen.%20He%20will%20knock%20into%20you%20unless%20you%20get%20out%20of%20his%20way,%20and%20don't%20expect%20an%20apology.%20It's%20as%20if%20you%20aren't%20there.
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2009/12/14/AR2009121403347.html?hpid=topnews#newstrust
http://www.stumbleupon.com/submit?url=http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2009/12/14/AR2009121403347.html&title=We%20can't%20see%20the%20forest%20for%20the%20T-Mobiles
http://www.evri.com/
http://www.evri.com/
http://api.aggregateknowledge.com/cp?t=www.washingtonpost.com%2Fwp-dyn%2Fcontent%2Farticle%2F2009%2F12%2F14%2FAR2009121402712.html%3Fwaporef%3Dak&f=www.washingtonpost.com%2Fwp-dyn%2Fcontent%2Farticle%2F2009%2F12%2F14%2FAR2009121403347.html&rg=36&sid=0&rid=0&a=10296&p=0&s=DE&rt=RECOMMENDATION&i=36
http://api.aggregateknowledge.com/cp?t=www.washingtonpost.com%2Fwp-dyn%2Fcontent%2Farticle%2F2009%2F12%2F09%2FAR2009120904274.html%3Fwaporef%3Dak&f=www.washingtonpost.com%2Fwp-dyn%2Fcontent%2Farticle%2F2009%2F12%2F14%2FAR2009121403347.html&rg=36&sid=0&rid=0&a=10296&p=1&s=DE&rt=RECOMMENDATION&i=36
http://api.aggregateknowledge.com/cp?t=www.washingtonpost.com%2Fwp-dyn%2Fcontent%2Farticle%2F2009%2F12%2F14%2FAR2009121403454.html%3Fwaporef%3Dak&f=www.washingtonpost.com%2Fwp-dyn%2Fcontent%2Farticle%2F2009%2F12%2F14%2FAR2009121403347.html&rg=36&sid=0&rid=0&a=10296&p=2&s=DE&rt=RECOMMENDATION&i=36
http://api.aggregateknowledge.com/cp?t=www.washingtonpost.com%2Fwp-dyn%2Fcontent%2Farticle%2F2009%2F12%2F13%2FAR2009121302448.html%3Fwaporef%3Dak&f=www.washingtonpost.com%2Fwp-dyn%2Fcontent%2Farticle%2F2009%2F12%2F14%2FAR2009121403347.html&rg=36&sid=0&rid=0&a=10296&p=3&s=DE&rt=RECOMMENDATION&i=36
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2009/12/07/AR2009120702083.html?nav=hcmoduletmv
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2009/12/15/AR2009121504650.html?nav=hcmoduletmv
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2009/12/15/AR2009121504872.html?nav=hcmoduletmv
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2009/12/15/AR2009121504873.html?nav=hcmoduletmv
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-srv/print/print-mv.html?nav=tmv
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-srv/most-popular.html?nav=tmv
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2009/12/14/AR2009121403347_Comments.html
http://www.washingtonpost.com/
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-srv/contactus/index.html
http://www.washingtonpostmedia.com/careers/
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-adv/mediakit/adinfo/
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-srv/contents/
http://www.washingtonpost.com/ac2/wp-dyn/nsStatic
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-srv/topicpages/
javascript:void(window.open('http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-srv/bookmark_ff.html','','toolbar=no,location=no,directories=no,status=no,menubar=yes,scrollbars=yes,resizable=no,copyhistory=no,width=417,height=415,left=50,top=200,screenX=50,screenY=200'));
http://www.washingtonpost.com/newsletters/
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-srv/contents/mobile/mobilewebsite.html
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/rss/index.html
http://www.washingtonpost.com/widgets/
https://subscription.washpost.com/subscriberservices/subscriber.portal?state=welcome&oscode=RPWK
https://subscription.washpost.com/subscriber.portal?state=welcome
http://washingtonpostads.com/
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-srv/registration/postpoints/
http://thewashingtonpost.newspaperdirect.com/
http://www.washingtonpost.com/buyphotos
http://www.cafepress.com/washingtonpost
http://www.washpost.com/
http://www.washpostco.com/index.htm
http://www.evri.com/person/robert-pogue-harrison-0x160ef4?jsapi=www.washingtonpost.com
http://www.evri.com/person/n.-katherine-hayles-0x7b918?jsapi=www.washingtonpost.com
http://www.evri.com/product/blackberry-0x4c81b?jsapi=www.washingtonpost.com
http://www.evri.com/product/r.u.r.-0xecc29?jsapi=www.washingtonpost.com
http://www.evri.com/organization/stanford-university-0xbd726?jsapi=www.washingtonpost.com
javascript:void(0);
http://www.evri.com/log/click?url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.washingtonpost.com%2Fwp-dyn%2Fcontent%2Farticle%2F2009%2F12%2F14%2FAR2009121403347.html%3Fwaporef%3Devri.widget.1
javascript:void(0);
http://pqasb.pqarchiver.com/washingtonpost/search.html

