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Mary Donaldson. the first Provincial Librarian, was 
responsible for the library network in Saskatchewan . As a rural 
person, I will be eternally grateful for the excellent , indeed 
groundbreaking, work Mary Donaldson did in the world of 
Saskatchewan libraries . 

There is a parallel here , between the creating of the 
Saskatchewan library network Mary Donaldson initiated. and 
the creating o f the new network of linked computers that is 
transforming our world. and especially, our libraries . 

By th e way, my daughter-in-law is a recent graduate in 
Library Science at UBC, and besides family, some of my best 
friends are librarians . Such a remark usually precedes an insult, 
but my work as a writer requires that I be on very good terms 
with libraries and librarians. I am intensely grateful that 
librarians exist, and love their work, and have embraced 
technology, so that I don't have to, or at least, can pursue it 
with a lesser degree of intensity It would be very unwise to 
bite the hand that feeds me. 

The truth is that there is hardly a subject that has such 
powe r to make my heart swell with joy and awe the way 
thoughts of libraries do. In a library I feel the way the great 
greedy kings and emperors of legends must have felt when 
they unlocked the massive doors to their treasuries and 
entered to wallow in heaps of emeralds, rubies and diamonds. 
and to tunnel into mountains of gold dust and nuggets : the 
immense satisfaction. the joy of unlimited promise. the sheer 
sensual pleasure , the excitement And I pity those poor o ld 
kings and emperors . because I know they were in love with 
the unresponsive and that is why they could never get enough . 
I know that books contain the real treasures. 

And libraries too. are democratic institutions. They do not 
in themselves guarantee democracy, but since they are free, 
they help to make it possible. It's hard to talk about this without 
falling into cliches , and I expect many, if not most of you , know 
as much about this as I do. And I know we are together in the 
profound hope that books as we have known them since the 
Gutenberg revolution will not die. 

My subject today is a critique of sorts of the computer 
revolution , although in my hands the solemn-sounding 
·critique' necessar ily boils down to something considerably 
less grandiose. maybe a little closer to a whine. since I am a 
non-scientist . and also something of a technophobe. even in 
the place where I might be expected to be thoroughly at home. 
that is , the kitchen . I don 't own a bread maker, I don 't and never 

have had a food processor, and the only reason I have a 
microwave is because my husband is awed by techn ology and 
loves gadgets . and out of curiosity and delight. bought one 
for us . I don't buy these machines myself because they seem 
to me to be expensive ways to do things that are easy to do 
anyway. and further. because it seems to me they introduce a 
sameness to cui si ne, a kind of homogenizing of dishes. when 
each time a dish should be individual and faintly surprising I 
would go further, in theory if not in practice : Even the kitchen 
mixer, although it saves effort when it comes to whipping egg 
whites, for example, can't produce the volume or lightness as 
does whipping them with a fork as my Scots grandmother used 
to do, and my neighbour down the road-the best cook in the 
district-still does . So, for convenience, ease, and speed , we 
sacrifice subtlety. delicacy, and doubtless, flavour. 

I see a parallel with the word processor I've been using a 
personal computer on which to do my work as a writer fo r 
about fi ve years now. I had had no intention of ever using one . 

Award-winning author Sharon Butala at the SLA Annual 
Conference, April 18, 7997 

February 1998 ~ 1 5 



MARY DONALDSON MEMORIAL LECTURE 

I scoffed at them. albeit in a grim way, since I think that at 
some level I always knew I'd be forced into it eventually. Inside, 
I was immensely curious, as well as deeply afraid, more 
because I recognized implicitly that a PC would change more 
than merely the way I did my work. I did not like what I saw the 
future becoming as a result of them. Close to home. my own 
obsolescence, and further afield, a societal change of such 
magnitude and quality I didn't want to contemplate it. It scared 
me to death 

But two things happened at the same time first. Peter, 
my husband, had unknown to me. ordered a computer and it 
was sitting in boxes in the basement; and second, a publisher 
blithely asked me to submit my contracted-for manuscript on 
disk. In that instant I saw the proverbial writing on the wall, 
bowed my head, went home. and told Peter that I guessed it 
was time to open the boxes and plug the damn thing in. That 
was how I became part of the computer revolution. Although 
all I do with that particular unwieldy. expensive and excessively 
powerful machine is to use it as a word processor. 

Have you noticed that the term "word processor" does 
indeed seem to be modelled on the term "food processor," 
where food is chopped. minced, diced. or liquified? It seems 
to me a thoroughly inappropriate. not to mention 
disheartening. name for a machine designed to make the 
mechanics of written communication easier without changing 
its quality. It implies that its inventors didn't really understand 
what writers do. or how they feel about writing as an art, a 
vocation. a way of making contact with the gods, and thought 
it was merely akin to a mechanic changing spark plugs or a 
garbageman collecting and compacting trash. 

A case in point: I used to receive letters from an eloquent. 
interesting and free-th inking writer who lives in the Maritimes. 
At first he wrote his letters to me on a typewriter and then 
later, on his computer. I wrote mine to him with a pen or on 
my electronic typewriter. Because these letters were not going 
to a publisher. l often left my errors in and crossed them out 
with a pen before I mailed the Jetter. l would write asides and 
additions in the margin, (as l was going through it looking for 
typing errors), and often. when typing, l would re-think an idea 
and type it a second time in the new way below the first time. 
adding explanatory phrases such as. "but when I think about 
it more, it seems to me that ... ,"and so on. 

My friend's letters were like mine as long as he used a 
typewriter. but when he switched to a computer, the letters I 
received were perfect: no errors of any kind in them and every 
sentence expressing immediately and clearly exactly what he, 
as far as! could tell. meant to say. The result was. while I could 
admire them for their felicity of expression, and for their value 
as art. l could not penetrate them for hints or clues or delicate 
scents of his true personality. The computer made it easy for 
him to wipe away every hint of his temperament, of his capacity 
for mistakes and errors and humorous asides and second 
thoughts which he might have later thought better of. Anyone 
who's read Freud knows that it is in our mistakes that we reveal 
our flaws, the very flaws that reveal our thought processes, 
our interior dynamics, that make us irritating, loveable. and 
fascinating, in short. that make us human. His letters were 
perfect, but I might just of well have taken a book written by a 
total stranger off the shelf and read it. I should have recognized, 
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but I didn't, that what they really signalled, in his withdrawal 
of self, was the approaching end of our correspondence. 

l suppose it's only fair to tell you that technology has 
always stood first. for me. for the world of men. I grew up in 
the forties and fifties when girls weren't encouraged nor 
expected to know anything about machinery, as it was also a 
time when gender roles were clearly divided, so although I 
was curious about machinery and how it worked. ! did not 
expect ever to know anything about it. and, consequently. I 
was in awe of boys and men and the world they inhabited In 
my experience also, men were very protective of that world. 
wanted to keep it for themselves, so they didn't go out of their 
way to teach what they knew to daughters or wives. 

Thus, the technological world became a place where, if 
not exactly forbidden me. at the least. I couldn't go because I 
wouldn't be able to understand it, I wouldn't be able to make 
any of it work. I wouldn't be able to program it. or to fix it if it 
broke down as it's sure to do as soon as I touch it. It is a world 
where I feel essentially helpless, without any control, and 
where I constantly feel some great Spirit of Technology 
breathing down my neck saying, You're an idiot; you're an idiot; 
you' re an idiot. 

It is also a place where the things I'm best at. that I 
understand best and love best: feelings. relationships, the 
contemplation of beauty and of meaning, especially the beauty 
and meaning of nature. and the interaction of them all. 
landscape, weather and wild animals, count for nothing, do 
not enter into the equation, do not compute. 

This is the condition I and a lot of other women. and I 
suppose in fairness also quite a few men, were in when we 
were abruptly dragged into the world of computers. I've noticed 
also. as an aside. that this world seems to be have been 
invented by men and run by men and that most of the people 
I know who extol the virtues of the computer are men. although 
come to think of it, so are its most fervent and compelling 
critics. Neil Postman, for example. in his thoughtful book, 
Tecf111opoly: The Surrender of Culture to Technology, (New York. 
Toronto: Random House. 1992). Clifford Stoll. in Silicon Snake 
Oil: Second Thoughts on the Information Highway, (New York: 
Doubleday, 1995). says that the majority of users are young 
males. with only about one third females. l can't help but 
wonder if there is a connection between the fact that computer 
technology is largely a male world-as proof of th is I offer the 
fact that the tool used to run the computer is called a 
"mouse"-that there is a connection between the computer 
world as male. and the reputed, basic flaw in a preponderance 
of North American males. that is. of being unable and/or 
unwilling to express emotion. That is, the absorbing world of 
computer technology, where no face-to-face, flesh-and-blood 
confrontation with other humans is required and 
communications can be truncated and brutally direct. is for 
them a blissful one. 

It would follow. therefore. that women ought to be ideally 
placed not to be so starry-eyed, to see the value and drawbacks 
of the new technology with clearer, more sceptical eyes. One 
of the first critiques I read of computerization was by Doris 
Anderson, the former editor of Chatelaine and former President 
of the National Action Committee on the Status of Women. It 
was in the form of a novel partly about the computerization of 



a magazine, insisted upon by her protagonist's male bosses, 
the result of which was that everything worked less efficiently, 
less accurately, and more slowly But I'll bet. even though Doris 
Anderson is long gone from there, those computers are still 
at Chatelaine. (I suppose, in fairness, they probably work better 
now too.) 

And yet. when I began to write this speech I had a different 
idea about the so-called "computer revolution," than I do now 
that it's written. I thought that not being an expert on the 
machinery, not knowing anything about computer science 
didn't really matter. I thought that I could make this speech as 
a writer, that is, as a person whose job it is to be an observer 
of society who is fairly widely read and reasonably current on 
social issues, and that I had only to read a few more books 
and articles and gather some statistics in order to make my 
argument. We now have two computers in our house, a new 
one online and an old one not. so I knew something of the 
Internet and the personal computer's capacity. I would write a 
critique purposely as a non-expert. purposely as someone-I 
thought-who had managed to keep her head above water, 
had managed to stay sane on the issue, and was thus in a 
position to evaluate it. 

I had found myself entering the digital-electronic 
technological world with resentment because I felt I had no 
choice as a consequence of a handful of-or so it is said
socially-challenged misfits having declared that this is it. that 
this is all there is (in the process making themselves rich 
beyond anyone's wildest dreams of avarice), and another, 
almost certainly larger handful of people who, seeing the 
advantages of computerization chiefly to the success of their 
businesses. which includes the business of government-the 
management of not only data, but populations of people
had eagerly embraced it and were doing their best to convince 
us all that we will fail as individual human beings without a 
personal computer. It seemed to me that the world had done 
pretty nicely before the spread of computerization, and if we 
ignored all the computer experts, the designers, the software 
manufacturers, the bombardment of advertising everywhere 
we turn, and the hucksters, they would just go away, and we 
would all be better off if they did. I thought that we last handful 
of humanists would triumph in the end. So I began to write 
what I thought was a reasonably accurate-not to mention, 
she says modestly-clever critique which goes like the 
following: 

First. I did not like the word "interaction," with regard to 
the personal computer. It struck me as a cynical response to 
what computer and software makers and boosters recognize 
themselves is the absolute weakness of what they so love: as 
if any human being could ever, in any fully human sense, 
'interact' with a machine, or in common sense, would even 
want to. 

When most programmers and salespeople talk about 
interaction, they are referring to the way they build into their 
programs responses to the user (Clifford Stoll asks if we've 
noticed that both drug addicts and computer buffs are called 
"users") such as "Do you want to shut down your computer? 
Yes or No?." If this is "interaction," then I am also "interacting" 
with a breadmaker when I put flour and water into it and push 
the button to start its motor. 
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Jon Katz, in his book Virtuous Realitw (Toronto and New 
York: Random House, 1996), also makes the claim that 
computers are interactive, but he specifies that he is thinking 
about "chat lines" and "discussion groups" and e-mail's 
capacity for instant responses. He speaks of the capacity the 
machine creates for politicians to do instant polls which would 
influence their political decision-making, policy, and law
making on a minute, daily basis. And yet, even in this case it 
is not the machine one "interacts" with, but the people who 
will read and evaluate one's response. 

Further, the machine's range of possible responses is pre
programmed by a human being whose mind-set might be like 
mine, but is more likely to be very much NOT like mine. and is 
severely limited: yes, no, or a further set of possibilities Nor 
do its possible responses change over time or other 
circumstances such as a newscast on CBC providing additional 
information, or the arrival of a low pressure system, or the 
fact of its mother having died the day before While I cannot 
say that the word "interaction" in this context is an outright 
lie, it must be clearly distinguished from the kind of interaction 
that goes on between humans, and it is my assertion that those 
who make software and sell it do their level best to deny any 
such distinction. (The machine does not have a heart or a soul. 
The chances that I will write a novel about my computer are 
pretty slim compared to the chances that I will write one about 
my husband.) 

That people in Artificial Intelligence, that field which 
Francis Crick defines as, "The study of how to make computers 
behave intelligently ... done both to improve computer 
technology and to help us understand how the brain works," 
(The Astonishing Hwothesis: The Scientific Search for the Soul. New 
York: Macmillan, 1994, p 271), might have an entirely different 
point of view, I did not care to contemplate, thinking their 
discipline too esoteric for any but engineers to understand or 
those loopy "futurists" to care about. 

Then there is the matter of the information said to be 
available on the Internet. which is the reason most of us go 
online. It was certainly the reason 1 did, thinking if Internet 
was what it was said to be, it would be invaluable for my 
research. Although we received a free one hundred hours in 
the first month, we used maybe five of them. It turns out that 
all that information isn't worth much to you if you don't want 
to know it. It wasn't until I began work on this paper that I 
began to have questions to ask, and to search for answers, 
and having Internet available to me finally began to be exciting. 
But a few hours of searching taught me some of the Internet's 
limitations: 1 found that while I usually could get an answer if 
I was merely searching for a single fact-Did Dave Barry win a 
Pulitzer Prize?-it was considerably harder to find answers to 
more complex questions such as: What are the effects of 
computerization on society? And if I could frame a question 
in such a way as to find listings, more often than not. that was 
all I could get-the listings I would still have to go to a library 
or the telephone, or fax machine to acquire the actual 
discussion, paper or statistics Considering that our new 
computer cost nearly four thousand dollars-neither of us has 
very good eyes so we bought a larger screen with higher 
resolution, and because of my work, a high-quality printer-it 
seems to me clear that the machine is too costly for what it 
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delivers. Yet I read in the April 1997 issue of Popular Science the 
president of Sony Corp., saying that the price of PCs is not 
likely to decrease drastically and, in his opinion, a PC will never 
be as affordable as a television. 

When it comes to talking about computers, the word 
"information" as in "the information highway," "the information 
age," is bandied about carelessly enough to make you lose 
your footing in the language you grew up with information as 
facts, data, information as wisdom. information as solution, 
answer. information as saviour. Thinking there was something 
the matter here, or else I had misunderstood the meaning of 
life, l went to the trouble to look up these words in my desk 
dictionary, a tattered and ancient Funk and Wagnall's: "fact"
"Something that actually exists or has actually occurred;" 
"information"-"Knowledge acquired or derived; facts, data;" 
"knowledge"-"A result or product of knowing," "wisdom"
"The power of true and right discernment." Although "fact" and 
"information" might be used as synonymous, "knowledge" 
encompasses another dimension, and "wisdom" is barely 
related. We should bear this in mind when subjected to 
cascades of praise for the wonders of Internet. 

As Hazel Henderson, Director of Worldwatch Institute, and 
founder of the Center for Sustainable Development and 
Alternative World Futures (in "The Age of Light: Beyond the 
Information Age" in The Soul of Nature: Celebrating the Spirit of the 
Earth, New York: Penguin Books, 1994) points out: 

"Information itself does not enlighten We cannot clarify 
what is mis-information, dis-information, or propaganda 
in this media-dominated, "spin-doctored" environment. 
Focusing on mere information has led to an overload of 
ever-less meaningful billions of bits of fragmented raw 
data and sound bites rather than the search for 
meaningful new patterns of knowledge." p. 261 

Facts are in themselves fine, but they are only the inert 
building material of ideas, they aren't ideas in themselves; we 
do our children a great disservice to give them the notion that 
to have facts is to have ideas. or that information, knowledge 
and wisdom are the same thing. 

It is pretty well known too, that we can't always trust the 
facts we find on Internet, since they are only as accurate as 
the person who put them online makes them. The Feb. 3/97 
issue of The New Yorker (pp.40-43) had an interesting article by 
Kurt Andersen called, "The Age of Unreason." in which he 
documents the rise and fall of sets of facts on Internet. He 
points out that on the Internet, "Not only is every citizen 
entitled to his or her opinion but he or she is entitled to deliver 
it instantaneously. studded with chunks of fake information, 
to the whole world." That is, there are no safeguards. He says, 
"If society's susceptibility to misinformation is like AIDS, then 
Web sites and Internet news groups and electronic bulletin 
boards-a vast. thrilling, promiscuous commingling of facts 
with fabrications--could be its bathhouses." His case in point 
is journalist Pierre Salinger's contention that TWA Flight 800 
was shot down in Long Island Sound by the U.S. Navy. The 
document which Salinger had been given which made this 
claim turned out to have been written and placed on the 
Internet by a retired airline pilot. and was available to anyone 
who happened to find it-a great many people, as it turned 
out. Its tone was described by Andersen as "typical of online 
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paranoia." Because of this. and because of their familiarity 
with the quirks of much online material. it was then utterly 
rejected by all the Internet-savvy media, excluding Salinger 
Andersen concludes that what this story reveals is "one cocky 
old-media cowboy's cluelessness about the new frontier of the 
Internet." It should serve as a warning to all of us about how 
trustworthy "facts" found on the Internet can be 

The computer, of course, is the ultimate in machinery to 
speed up not only our calculations. but various other kinds of 
work. over a pencil and our brains, and it has been understood 
largely only in this way by most of its users and the public in 
general. In this, most of us, most of the time, have not been 
disappointed; that is, after the initial learning period of-a 
year or two. It is, indeed, a highly efficient tool. 

In fact. to a large extent, the personal computer became 
as widespread as it has because of our worship of the 
twentieth-century great god "efficiency." Or at least, the 
worship of efficiency by those in power-employers and 
bureaucrats, the people John Ralston Saul in The U11conscious 
Civilization, (Concord, Ontario: House of Anansi Press, ! 995). 
calls "corporatists." The term "efficiency" was first used during 
the nineteenth century by engineers to discuss 
thermodynamics, and was then taken over by Frederick Taylor. 
who in 1895 first published his "principles of scientific 
management" as applied to the new machine age He dissected 
processes involved in working people's jobs. breaking them 
down into small steps, to save their employers time and thus. 
money. From there. "efficiency" moved on to seep into most 
aspects of economic life in North America. and became a 
watchword applied everywhere. even in what was once Mother 
Nature's domain, agriculture, with sometimes devastating 
effects on society. (Rifkin, J , The E11d of Work: Technology, Jobs a11d 
Your .Future, New York: G.P. Putnam's Sons, 1995. p. 50) The 
computer is the ultimate in machines that streamline not only 
manufacturing but service processes, often by removing the 
human worker virtually entirely. 

As well, we've all experienced our worlds called to a halt 
by a computer going "down," or "crashing," or malfunctioning 
in some less drastic way, or the long waits when so many 
people are trying to get on line to a particular site that it would 
be faster to walk, or telephone. or read a book about the subject 
in question. Even the vaunted efficiency of e-mail. I'm told. is 
not always that efficient, although I haven't personally had 
difficulty with it yet, at least. not when it was the computer's 
fault. (Friends to whom I'd sent a message that! would be in 
Vancouver for a week didn't check their e-mail. and by the time 
they did, ! was back home again.) 

The personal computer and word processing program I 
use are designed to improve my efficiency as a writer. and in 
all fairness, I have to say that in many ways they do so. As a 
writer of prose I write lots of material and it's considerably 
easier to do the me ch an ics of changes-the moving of whole 
pages or paragraphs or even phrases-than it used to be. And 
I like not having to go to town to make copies. But the worry is 
that the machine itself changes the style, the quality, the depth 
of one's writing. In an attempt to answer this concern, I 
analyzed the computer's effects on my work for a seminar at 
The Writers' Union of Canada's AGM. 

One definite change is that. when writing nonfiction, I used 



to spend a lot more time thinking, organizing ideas in my head 
before I began to write. This was because it was harder to 
change my work when I used a typewriter or wrote longhand. 
than it is on the computer. Now I spew out all my ideas on the 
screen and organize them there. Thus. I'll always suspect that 
without my computer I'm a better thinker. Also. I think this 
method has an adverse effect on my memory, since thinking 
an issue through without mechanical aids requires a 
considerable memory and the ability to concentrate and focus 
clearly and to hold that focus. Or as George Steiner puts it. 
(after Plato), " ... the human memory .... is the storehouse of 
our being and the font of knowledge and creative imagining." 
(Tlie New Yorker. March ! 7 /97. p. 120 ) 

In working with large amounts of material as a prose writer 
does all the time the computer. by being able to show only 
half a page at a time, makes my work more difficult. My current 
novel runs over 600 pages. l can't mentally encompass such a 
large work; I can't hold enough in my head. I have to do it on 
paper, as l did when I used a typewriter: I print it out and 
manipulate the pages by hand. 

Does the new machinery itself affect me. and thus my 
work? l try to recreate the quality of concentration when I'm 
hand-writing a passage and then as I write a passage at the 
computer. I think I do sense a difference in the quality-at the 
computer there is the light, the hum. the way the letters pop 
up almost as if I weren't connected to them. The magic of those 
letters popping into place on the screen is undeniably 
delightful to the child in us. an effect writing on a typewriter 
or longhand doesn't have. Although it may be that all 
experiences of intense concentration are in some small way 
different from all other experiences of concentration, I feel a 
sort of mental constriction at my computer. as if I could only 
clear the clutter of that machinery away, I'd be able to think 
better. The fact is. I have to close my eyes and pretend it's not 
in front of me when I'm concentrating hard to think through 
an idea. 

It affects writing style, too. I think. Sven Berkerts in Tlie 
Gutenberg Elegies tlie Fate of Reading in an Electronic Age, (New York: 
Ballentine Books. 1994} in a essay called, "Hypertext: Mouse 
and Man," says, "The word processor is not. never mind what 
some writers say, 'just a better typewriter.' It is a modification 
of the relation between the writer and the language." (p. 157) 
I think that my nonfiction prose is crisper now, because it's so 
much easier to make changes and to go on making changes 
until I have to force myself to stop-the universe is erasable, 
nothing is stable or ultimate any more-where I used to be 
lazier about what I considered to be satisfactory. Or perhaps I 
had a different but unspoken idea in my head about what prose 
should look and sound like. Berkerts confirms my impression, 
and carries it into its implications for society " .. computers ... 
are destabilizing the authority of the printed word and 
returning us, although at a different part of the spiral. to the 
process orientation that characterized oral cultures." (Ibid., p. 
156) 

While "crisp" prose can be pleasing, l happen to 
"sonorous." or "flowing," or even "discursive," and I suspect 
that the computer, because it is so easy and quick. not to 
mention fun, to alter material. discourages that writing 
(As an aside. e-mail is devastating formal prose 
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communications.) 
Although what I used to do with scissors and scotch tape 

I can now do by hitting a few keys on the computer. the problem 
is that when I revise on it. the old version disappears unless l 
print it out first. At the typewriter or in longhand I could see in 
front of me at the same time all the versions I'd written. even 
the parts I'd crossed out I could make a direct comparison 
It's no longer possible to have all the versions in front of me. 
If I put them successively on the screen. I can see only a half
page at once. In revising, I've yet to hit on a method that 
doesn't frustrate me. but my tendency is to resort to all the 
printed-out versions. as if l didn't have a computer. 

Also, there is no longer any such thing as drafts in the 
same way as I used to have them. A draft represents to me a 
stage in the development of my ideas-that is in their depth 
and seriousness. and in the connections I'm able to make 
among them. all of which I develop for the most part 
successively: that is, with each draft I arrive closer to that 
elusive thing l know, but haven't yet put my mental finger 
exactly on. and as I do so with each draft. the connections 
between the parts of the whole work begin to be revealed to 
me too. It seems that my subconscious knows before the "I" 
that puts things into writing, what it is I'm writing about. but 
it takes all the thinking before I bring to consciousness what 
my subconscious seems to have known all along. Once again. 
to achieve this end. I print out versions and study the printouts 
with my pen in my hand, making changes. which I then transfer 
to the computer. So, in this essential part of writing, the 
computer is a handicap. I can't help but wonder what archives 
will become. Will you store my discs of various drafts of my 
books? Will you want the mountains of paper I spew out when 
I'm working on a novel? 

I find, still. whenever I want to write something really 
intimate or personal. when I need to be in touch with that 
thing that seems outside oneself but which is reached through 
the self, that place or thing where truth lies. I turn to pen and 
paper, not even to my typewriter, never to my computer. It is 
as if the physical effort of shaping the letters myself makes a 
more pure connection to the soul. The computer would 
demystify the art of writing. But. in the end, I think of writing 
as my Self. there is no separation. and the computer hinders 
me by lengthening the distance I have to travel between my 
self and my writing. 

In the end, l conclude that human creativity is such that. 
while it can be distorted and subverted by bad teaching and 
by lack of rewards. while it can be suppressed as in totalitarian 
states. and denied in families and local cultures. it's pretty 
hard to kill it entirely The computer gets in its way, but the 
moment comes when. after constant use, even its bulk. its 
too-clever design, its "bells and whistles" melt into 
inconsequence in the face of inspiration 

Nonetheless. am l going to give up my computer and 
return to my electronic typewriter? No, because, in case you 
haven't noticed, buying an electronic typewriter is now almost 
impossible, and finding tape cassettes for your old electronic 
is even harder to do. I phoned Brother Corporation in Montreal, 
chiefly because that's the company that made my typewriter. 
to ask them about the future of typewriters. I was told that 
Brother is "still very active," although now it is "the only player." 
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since Smith Corona has stopped making them, and that 
seniors and students on a budget still need typewriters And 
typewriters can still do things computers either can't do or do 
badly such as addressing envelopes The company was 
launching a new typewriter in March that could print "on a 
wide variety of stock." I was gratified to know that typewriters 
will continue to be available, if in a much more limited way, 
but I remain dubious about their future. 

Yet. it's another case of a new technology displacing an 
old one that worked perfectly well. Why do writers succumb? 
Aside from the PC's considerable attraction in itself, it's 
because the work of our editors, publishers and printers, and 
some kinds of writers, is made easier and more efficient if we 
submit our work on disk. It's a case of the individual being 
persuaded to bow to the needs of the corporation. As Neil 
Postman says in the introduction to Tech11opoly, we are wrong 
to think the conflict is, as C.P. Snow postulated it when I was a 
young undergraduate. between humanists and physical 
scientists; that it is instead between "technology and 
everybody else." (p. xii) 

I want to point out that I have always understood that 
with computer technology have come major advances and 
possibilities of even greater ones. in medicine in particular, 
and that mathematicians. astronomers, and scientists of most 
kinds have found computers of great help in their work, as 
have. undoubtedly, other professionals I know nothing about. 
that even virtual reality which seems to me to be the ultimate 
in stupidity and missing-the-point-edness-when we have 
reality, why do we need a pale copy designed according to 
some engineer's deficient notion of it?-has some valuable 
uses. the ones most often cited, being flight-deck simulation 
for the training of pilots and astronauts, and architects getting 
the 3-D effect of their unbuilt building. 

Further, that a critique of the personal computer needs 
to be separated from a critique of the Internet and the World 
Wide Web, since obviously, they need not be synonymous. 
Nor does being on the Internet require that you go within a 
country mile of the "discussion" and "chat" groups, so that to 
denigrate the Internet because you believe only idiots or 
crazies like to "chat" on line, is hardly fair. And the same applies 
to on line pornography, which according to Jon Katz. author of 
Virtuous Reality, is nowhere near as pervasive as the media would 
have us believe. For the record, Katz gives these statistics on 
pornography on Internet· 3 percent on Usenet. (all the 
computers that distribute newsgroup information. that is, have 
discussion groups). and "less than 5 percent on Internet." (p. 
8 I) As well. as we all know, nearly all of it is avoidable. (We've 
been on Internet a couple of months now, and I've never seen 
one pornographic image.) 

Derrick De Kerckhove, Director of the McLuhan Program 
in Culture and Technology at the University of Toronto, in The 
Skin of Culture, (Toronto: Somerville House. I 995). speaks about 
the television screen as "hypnotically involving: any movement 
on the screen attracts our attention as automatically as if 
someone had touched us. Our eyes are dragged towards the 
screen like iron to a magnet." (p. 9) I am reminded of a program 
I saw on CBC television about the adverse effects of Video 
Lottery Terminals. A man who played VLT's so much that he 
lost his home. job, wife and children. spoke of the experience 
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he had while at the VLTs which was so compelling that he lost 
control over the ability to come and go from them in a 
reasonable way. 

I thought. as I imagine most of us would, that their 
attraction had to do with winning and losing, that it was the 
unfailing potential for winning and the excitement and 
gratification of doing so that kept him glued to the VLTs. But. 
no, he said, not at all. It did not matter to him if he won or 
lost. It was the experience of him and the screen and the 
control panel. the peace, the calm, the intimacy, perhaps the 
rhythm and maybe also the limited range of possibilities. which 
he found soothing in a way I think all of us can identify with, 
even if we can't explain it. It was the ease of the mechanical 
response that required only minute effort from him and offered 
no complications, while at the same time, it screened out the 
real world of responsibility, of competing stimuli which have 
to be sorted out by the individual, of large effort. of scheduling, 
of choosing emotional responses in human-to-human 
interaction. enhancing some and moderating others 

The point I am making is that the personal computer's 
screen, especially when it is tuned in to the Internet. appears 
to me without question to have the same effect on some 
individuals, as the VLT does on some. I'm sure you've also 
seen those starry-eyed types-I've never seen a woman that 
way, but I'm sure they're out there-who get so excited they 
practically levitate at the way, when they strike a couple of 
keys, the screen changes-and there seems to be an endless 
variety of ways in which, by striking certain keys, they can make 
the screen change-but who have far less interest in what it is 
those lighted blips are trying to convey in terms of meaning, 
than they are in the fact of the existence of the blips and their 
control of them. Not to mention the apparent thrill of 
connecting directly to computers in far-off countries. "I was in 
Australia yesterday in a university!" Doing what? I might ask. 
"Oh, just looking around." (Note also the metaphor at work: I 
was in Australia. No, you were in the basement staring at a 
computer screen. while outside. the birds were singing or the 
moon was rising.) In fact. I think the computer screen and 
keyboard or mouse is addictive and that. rather like the big 
cigarette companies. the software companies. by adding what 
we all like to refer to as "the bells and whistles," work hard at 
making an even more addictive product. Which is alarming, 
since a great many of us buy personal computers and go on line 
for the sake of our children, who are a most vulnerable 
population 

While it seems clear to me that this is part of the allure of 
the personal computer, I think its more pernicious attraction 
is that mastery of it makes the individual feel so "with it." so 
up to date, so-in the end-powerful. Take computer "hackers," 
for example, who delight in "breaking into" forbidden 
computers such as those at the Pentagon, the telephone 
company, government agencies. or powerful corporations, or 
who like to spread "viruses," causing confusion and disaster 
throughout the computer community I didn't understand this 
desire, except as a manifestation of small-time, personal 
maliciousness or evil which was allowed free rein because of 
the relative anonymity computer systems allow users In an 
effort to understand, I read Masters of Deception The Gang That 
Ruled Cyberspace, (Michelle Slatalla and joshua Quittner. New 



York: Harper Collins, 1995), written by a pair of American 
journalists. 

It turns out that the gang in question, most members of 
which had never met each other in person, and all of whom 
turned out to be teenagers. were for the most part not from 
rich families. but from poor areas of New York City. They tended 
to be kids whose neighbourhoods were too dangerous to 
wander around in. so they stayed at home and played with 
their computers. But. because they were poor, a computer was 
hard to obtain and. ironically, at one point one of the most 
daring of the gang members-was it the "Legion of Doom" or 
the "Masters of Deception?"-for several months had no 
computer. (His computer had been confiscated by the police.) 
They succeeded in breaking into the phone company's 
computers and into those of large corporations, and were 
gearing up to do worse. when they were finally shut down by 
the FB.I, the Secret Service, and the American justice system. 
When the authors interviewed these boys to find out their 
motives for trying to steal information and create chaos, they 
boiled down to one: It made tftem feel powerful. 

If the personal computer can have deleterious effects on 
individual users, its effects on society are just as devastating. 
If you doubt this, read Jeremy Rifkin's I 995 book, The End of 
Work. In it in chapters with titles such as "No More Farmers," 
"The Last Service Worker," and "Requiem for the Working 
Class." he documents in the United States how this technology 
has rendered thousands of workers obsolete. reduced them 
to working at two or three low paying part-time jobs at which 
they in total earn less than they did at one decent full-time 
job, widening the gap between the rich and the poor, creating 
a small-about 3.8 million-elite class of highly-paid 
"knowledge workers" who together "earn as much as the entire 
bottom 51 percent of American wage earners," plus another 
sixteen per cent of the American workforce, this 20 percent in 
total earning "more than the other four-fifths of the population 
combined." (p. 174) 

Recently my husband was here in Regina having supper 
in a cafe. He fell into conversation with two men seated near 
him who turned out to be laborers who had left behind their 
wives and children and driven out to Saskatchewan because 
of the possibility of three months work in the uranium industry 
in the north. After that, they did not know where they would 
have to go to find work. 

The very great English poet. William Blake. has already 
commented on the Industrial Revolution, although this 
passage is also about war. understanding. as he did, their 
interconnection. This is from "The Four Zoas: Night the 
Seventh:" 

"And all the arts of life they chang'd into the arts of death. 
The hour glass contemn'd because its simple 

workmanship 
Was as the workmanship of the plowman, & the 

waterwheel 
That raises water into Cisterns, broken & burn'd in fire 
Because its workmanship was like the workmanship of 

the shepherd! 
And in their stead intricate wheels invented, Wheel 

without wheel. 
To perplex youth in their outgoings & to bind to labours 
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Of day & night the myriads of Eternity, that they might 
file 

And polish brass & iron hour after hour, laborious 
workmanship, 

Kept ignorant of the use that they might spend the days 
of wisdom 

In sorrowful drudgery to obtain a scanty pittance of bread, 
In ignorance to view a small portion & think that All. 
And call it demonstration, blind to all the simple rules of 

life" 

(The Complete Poetry and Prose of William Blake Ed. David 
Erdman, Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California 
Press, Newly Revised Edition. I 982. p. 364) 

He points out that computers do not need coffee breaks 
or toilet breaks. do not get sick. or tired, or demand fringe 
benefits, or argue or refuse to do what they're told, and 
although their initial cost may be great, in the end. they are 
cheaper than humans. With regard to bank tellers and ATMs 
(Automated Teller Machines). he quotes Wassily and Duchin. 
in Tfte Future Impact of Automation on Workers. (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1986. p. 84) who say, "A human teller can 
handle up to 200 transactions a day, works 30 hours a week. 
gets a salary anywhere from $8,000 to $20,000 a year plus fringe 
benefits, gets coffee breaks. a vacation and sick time In 
contrast, an automated teller can handle 2.000 transactions a 
day, works 168 hours a week. costs about $22.000 a year to 
run, and doesn't take coffee breaks or vacation." That is. a 
single ATM might be seen as replacing about ten workers at 
the cost of one, or at the most, two of them. This at a time 
when bank profits. at least in Canada. have been rising 
astronomically, probably in part because of these facts about 
automation. No wonder employers are eager to replace 
humans with machines. I checked the $22,000 US. figure with 
our credit union manager who confirmed the cost as about 
$27,000 Cdn. 

Although these statistics are American, the same thing is 
happening in Canada. We see it on the news every night 
outright unemployment-about 35 to 50 million people in the 
West-or families where both parents work at a number of 
part-time jobs, yet have a lower total income and lower 
standard of living. To tell the truth. I regard this callous 
disregard for human beings on the part of employers and the 
government as simply sinful, and I use the term in its full 
Biblical meaning-that is, as wicked. as immoral 

I suppose this would be the logical point to talk a little 
about the computerization of libraries. starting with card 
catalogues, but that would be barging in where angels fear to 
tread. If you haven't already, I suggest you read Nicholson 
Baker's controversial article in a recent The New Yorker, (Oct.14/ 
96). on a bibliophile's view of the changes to the San Francisco 
Public Library, which pretty much says it all. Or as George 
Steiner has said, in response to the question. "Does the book 
as we know it have a future?" 

"The Gutenberg revolution ... did not. fundamentally, 
transform the nature of the relations between reader. 
writer, and book. The electronic revolution now in 
progress will ... generate mutations in every aspect of 
writing and reading-indeed, in the fabric of meaning 
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itself. CD-ROM. the Internet. the miniaturization on 
microchips of whole libraries. immediate access to vast 
bibliographies. the as yet incalculable facilities offered 
by virtual reality are set to dwarf the impact of movable 
type." (The New Yorker, Ibid , p. 120 ) 

Surely globalization would not be possible without. or 
would at least be considerably more difficult, were it not for 
the introduction of computer technology into economics. 
making it possible to move money around the world at the 
touch of computer keys, to make instant decisions about 
problems on the other side of the world. Globalization, as John 
Ralston Saul has so clearly explained. and as most of us have 
had a gut feeling about, is a malign force, breaking down 
societies and local cultures, acting outside church and state 
and schools-all the traditional governing forces-and 
rendering the individual powerless and her life. desires and 
abilities meaningless. 

In November of 1994, I spent three weeks in Ethiopia 
taking a class in biodiversity as a part of USC Canada's "Seeds 
of Survival' program. which works to preserve biodiversity in 
the Third World and to keep small or subsistence farmers on 
the land. l spent a week or so in Addis Ababa and the rest of 
the time in smaller towns both north and south of the capital. 
During all that time I did not see one computer. Early in my 
visit I was taken to the main branch of the national bank in 
Addis to change money. Instead of computers. I saw dozens 
of workers. stacks of papers everywhere. and adding machines 
and the occasional hand calculator. Later. I remarked to a desk 
clerk at a fancy hotel, once a Hilton, in a remote mountain 
town called Lalibela, as he was doing the paperwork for our 
stay, that he needed a computer. It was a joke on my part. but 
not a very funny one. The hotel had electricity only for a couple 
of hours in the evening. 

I gathered some statistics as to the countries with the 
most personal computers in 1995. In a list of 16 nations the 
U.S. was at the top with 91.5 million. Canada was sixth with 
6.9 million, Brazil was sixteenth. but there was no Southeast 
Asian nation nor any African nation on the list. ( 1997 Information 
Please Almanac: The International Authority, Ed. Otto Johnson). In 
1995 (Ibid p.567). I'm told that there were 245 million 
computers worldwide Using a population figure of five billion, 
something less than five per cent of the people on earth own 
one. and since computers require electricity, most by far of 
the Third World doesn't and won't own them for a very long 
time. Much of the world doesn't have a reliable, steady source 
of electricity and/or is not literate-and if asked. would 
probably prefer to have potable drinking water. enough food, 
or refrigeration, over a home computer. 

But never mind the Developing World, what about right 
here in Canada? According to John Robert Colombo's, I997 
The Canadian Global Almanac, in I990 only 16.3 percent of 
Canadian households had home computers, but in 1997 28.8 
percent do. (p. 84) In 1994 only 8.4 percent of Canadian 
households had a modem, while in 1995 the percentage had 
jumped to 12. l. "According to the I 994 General Social Survey, 
56 percent of adult Canadians ( 12 3 million) could use a 
computer. The most population uses were data entry, games 
and record keeping But in 1994 the G.S.S. also asked how 
many had used an on line service or logged onto the Internet 
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in the past twelve months and I 7 percent (2.2 million) reported 
such activity" (p. 148) (Although it has been repeated more 
than once in the media that nobody really knows how many 
people in North America are online.) 

(I am indebted to Sean Caragata. General Manger, 
Corporate Affairs, Sask Tel. for the following statistics, some 
of which came originally from Statistics Canada.) In 
Saskatchewan in 1996, 28 percent of households had 
computers. for a total of about I 08,000 of them. The national 
average for people having home computers is 32 percent. but 
nonetheless Saskatchewan ranked fourth in Canada. Our 
growth rate for computers in the home runs at about 1 O percent 
per year, while nationally it is 13 percent, which means that 
we are falling behind. However, only 8 percent of. or about 
8,000 Saskatchewan households had a modem. This placed 
us ninth in the country. behind only Newfoundland. 

As might be expected. relative wealth tends to determine 
who will have a home computer. "As in Canada as a whole. the 
percentage of Saskatchewan households with personal 
computers increases dramatically as household income rises. 
Penetration rates increase from 10 percent for households with 
incomes under $15,000 to a high of 52 percent for those with 
incomes of $70,000 or more." ("Information Technology Fact 
Sheet" p. 6) As for the presence of modems, Statistics Canada 
reports that they tend to occur in homes with higher incomes, 
where the household head was self-employed, had higher 
levels of completed formal education, and was between the 
ages of 35 and 54, and in households with children. (Ibid., p. 7) 

Jon Katz, speaking on CBC "Morningside," (February 25/ 
97) about his new book. Virtuous Reality, says that the real moral 
issue with this new technology is not pornography and 
censorship, but one of access, as he put it, "Of the haves and 
the haves-nots." Knowledge is power. he said, information is 
power. it makes the difference between having and not having 
jobs, between being culturally literate and not I can well 
imagine that for instance. John Ralston Saul or Neil Postman 
would argue with the phrase "culturally literate" with reference 
to computers, since Goodman speaks of technology as 
"cultureless," but in terms of the job market. there can be no 
question 

Even in Canada computers are expensive. and further, it 
costs a fair bit to get on Internet and stay there. Those who 
most need that intellectual stimulation and access to 
information are the very ones who can't afford it, since people 
who can afford computers are usually the ones who can also 
afford to take vacations, to send their children to camp and 
on skiing trips, and to theatre, film and concerts. and to equip 
their homes with encyclopedias. atlases and dictionaries as 
well as decent private libraries. 

If at the practical level access to computers divides us 
into haves and have-nots. another development in 
conceptualization of what computers are and might do is 
slowly creeping into society in general. and may well have 
effects that in the end are more frightening 

Jeremy Rifkin in The End of Work. quotes someone he 
describes as "a prominent computer scientist" Edward Fredkin. 
who said, "Event one is the creation of the universe .. Event 
two is the appearance of life. And third, there's the 
appearance of artificial intelligence" (p. 60) Daniel Hillis of 



the Thinking Machines Corporation. also quoted by Rifkin. has 
said that he would like to build a computer that could be proud 
of him. (p. 62) One's jaw drops at such remarks. l can only 
conclude that in order to love this technology, to make it a 
large part of your life. both as work and as play, you have to 
have a weakness in your conception of what makes a human 
being 

One of my old college friends is as knowledgeable about 
computer technology as most people with master's degrees 
in Engineering. and is now a Vl.P. in the world of Cognitive 
Science which encompasses Artificial Intelligence. (as well as 
Cognitive Psychology and Linguistics). In my ongoing attempt 
to educate him to my view of life. I gave him a copy of Gary 
Zukav's The Seat of the Soul. (New York: Simon and Schuster. 
1989). After a couple of hours of baffled, uneasy reading. he 
gave up and handed the book back to me. He wants to believe 
in the existence of the human soul. but it is a concept that 
mystifies him. and in which. ultimately. in practice he isn't 
able to accept 

And yet. this is a quality computer enthusiasts seem 
willing to attribute to their machines. Neil Postman has made 
this point. Listen to their metaphors. which he neatly 
deconstructs. He begins with the use of the term "computer 
viruses": 

"This kind of language is not merely picturesque 
anthropomorphism. It reflects a profound shift in 
perception about the relationship of computers to 
humans. If computers can become ill. then they can 
become healthy. Once healthy, they can think clearly and 
make decisions. The computer. it is implied, has a will. 
has intentions. has reasons-which means that humans 
are relieved of responsibility for the computer's 
decisions. Through a curious form of grammatical 
alchemy, the sentence. "We use the computer to 
calculate" comes to mean, "The computer calculates." If 
a computer calculates. then it may decide to 
miscalculate or not calculate at all... When this 
happens. we have relinquished control. which in the case 
of the computer means that we may, without excessive 
remorse. pursue ill-advised or even inhuman goals 
because the computer can accomplish them or be 
imagined to accomplish them." (p. l 14) 

And yet. Zenon Pylyshyn in "Computers. Information and 
the Human Mind," (Eds Pylyshyn, Z. and Bannon. L .. Perspectives 
on the Computer Revolution, Norwood, New lersey: Ablex 
Publishing. 1989). insists that because computers· "behaviour 
is dependent on the knowledge that is encoded in them." 
therefore. the kind of language with regard to their performance 
which l quoted above is not. as he puts it. "just convenient 
anthropomorphisms" (p. 230) 

Computer technology was first conceived of by Charles 
Babbage around 1820 or so. when he began to work on a 
machine that could do arithmetic. followed years later by his 
realization that such a machine could also manipulate other 
symbols. The computers we normally use are a version of a 
machine invented by John von Neumann in the 1940s. But it 
was Alan Turing, a British mathematician. who took this 
machine in the direction of artificial intelligence, attempting 
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to build one that could mimic human problem-solving 
processes. Neil Postman. after delineating this history. then 
quotes J. David Bolter. author of Turing's Man, (this is in contrast 
to Gutenberg's man). who says that "the computer redefines 
humans as 'information processors· and nature itself as 
information to be processed " (p. l l I) 

In fact. this is what the Nobel Prize Winner, Francis Crick. 
calls "the Astonishing Hypothesis," "that 'You.' your joys and 
your sorrows. your memories and your ambitions. your sense 
of personal identity and free will, are in fact no more than the 
behaviour of a vast assembly of nerve cells and their associated 
molecules. As Lewis Carroll's Alice might have phrased it: 
'You're nothing but a pack of neurons.' This hypothesis is so 
alien to the ideas of most people alive today that it can truly 
be called astonishing." (p. 3) 

The field of Artificial Intelligence attempts to model 
aspects of human intelligence. both as a way of improving 
computer performance. and understanding how the human 
information processing system works. and as a way of imitating 
and possibly, some day and/or in some ways, surpassing it It 
is based on the idea "that what computers and people have in 
common is that both are physical systems whose behaviour 
is (or can be) governed by knowledge." (Pylyshyn and Bannock. 
Perspectives on the Computer Revolution. p. 68) Pylyshyn and 
Bannock. in a note. go on to explain, "The new field of cognitive 
science studies human cognition by viewing it as a 
computational process and by formulating theories of human 
cognition in the form of computer programs." (p. 241) 

All of this. according to Pylyshyn, points to a radical new 
conception of what a human being is: To the notions of "man 
as a social entity," and then "man as a biological object,'' is 
added the new notion of man as "informavore," and classifies 
him/her in the same chain of being as computers, since they 
too. can act on the nature of the information they receive. He 
says, "If all this turns out to be true, and the new natural kind 
becomes assimilated to the general view, as did the Galilean 
categories over the Aristotelian ones, we shall be witnessing 
a revolution in our image of man. perhaps greater even than 
the Darwinian or the Freudian." (Ibid . p. 237) (He does not 
mention the Shakespearian image of man: Are computers 
"such stuff as dreams are made on?") 

And Francis Crick. in The Astonishing Hypothesis. does his 
best to demolish our natural objections to such a 
diminishing-we think-description of humanity We would 
say, but humans have hearts and souls and spirits which make 
us much larger than we seem on the surface to be and which 
link us to the gods, not to machines Indeed. we believe 
ourselves to have been ignited into life by a spark from God. 
Crick, however. reduces our objections to these: "that many 
people are reluctant to accept what is often called the 
·reductionist approach'-that a complex system can be 
explained by the behaviour of its parts and their interactions 
with each other."(p. 7); that "the nature of consciousness" is 
such that we cannot know if we each perceive phenomena in 
the same way, such as the difficulty in communicating things 
like the "redness of red," (p. 9): and thirdly. "our undeniable 
feeling that our will is free." Crick goes on to make arguments 
that would explain all our mental activities. including free will. 
as locatable in the physical brain and as neuronal activity 
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How many of us here tonight would accept such a conception? 
And yet, were you to read Pylyshyn's paper. you would find 
yourself, as I did, pausing in surprise. for he makes a potent 
argument for his position. 

Recently I spent a week in Vancouver as Writer-in
Residence at a Junior College. Having lived far from cities for 
more than the last twenty years. I was struck most of all by the 
speed at which all the employees in that college went about 
their working day, in fact. in brief conversations. I discovered 
it was how they went about their lives. I met faculty members 
by shouted introductions and greetings between other. passing 
people while the person I was meeting walked backward briskly 
away from me, smiling brilliantly. On several occasions I had 
the impression that when someone did take a few minutes to 
sit down and chat with me, our quick conversation had been 
written into a schedule. as the only way there would be time 
for the necessary courtesy of a meeting. 

I was struck too. forcibly. by the snarl of the city, the need 
for the Sky Train because the volume of traffic made even short 
distances prohibitively time-consuming to travel. and by the 
rapid. orderly way urban people had settled on to get things 
done: to line up in stores, to have their order memorized, to 
have their money ready, to have exact change, to keep the 
unspoken but acknowledged as acceptable distance from each 
other, and so on and so on, while I am used to being alone a 
lot of the time, to driving as much as two hours without 
meeting or passing another vehicle. In these twenty-one years 
I've learned to work at my own slow pace, which I like to think 
makes up in depth of thought for its slowness in what computer 
aficionados like to call "real time,"-as if it is not enough that 
they would re-define work, but that they must also re-define 
the universe. With the change from the pace at which things 
grow of the agricultural universe. to the speeded-up life of 
most of us in cities. above all else. time governs urban people. 
and in North America, urban people are by far in the majority. 

Thus, as l mentioned earlier. computerization has been 
disseminated in part as an answer to the acceleration of daily 
life It is worth remembering with reference to "modern 
improvements," Thoreau's remark about "an improved means 
to an unimproved end .. 

In the late eighties. the American poet, essayist, and 
nontechnological farmer, Wendell Berry, published in the New 
En9land Review and Bread Loaf Quarterly, then in Harper's, and 
finally in his 1990 essay collection. What Are People For? (San 
Francisco. North Point Press. 1990). an essay called, "Why 1 
Am Not Going to Buy a Computer." (It was also reproduced in 
Minutes of the Lead Pencil Club. (ed. Henderson, B., New York 
Pushcart Press, 1996.) Wendell Berry's reasons were these: That 
he wishes to be less dependent on the great energy 
corporations. saying, "How could l write conscientiously 
against the rape of nature if I were. in the act of writing, 
implicated in the raper Secondly, he objects to the hype of 
computer manufacturers seducing people who don't need 
computers. or who need and don't have more basic things, 
into buying them. saying, "I don't see that computers are 
bringing us one step nearer to anything that does matter to 
me peace. economic justice. ecological health. political 
honesty. family and community stability, good work." Thirdly, 
that the use of computers displaces workers. Fourthly, he says, 
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"I do not wish to fool myself. I disbelieve, and therefore strongly 
resent. the assertion that I or anybody else could write better 
or more easily with a computer than a pencil." 

Some of the responses to this essay, after it appeared in 
Harper's, bordered on the hysterical. Berry wrote, "l can only 
conclude that I have scratched the skin of a technological 
fundamentalism that, like other fundamentalisms. wishes to 
monopolize a whole society and, therefore. cannot tolerate 
the smallest difference of opinion." To which both Postman 
and Saul would doubtless breathe "amen." 

While, on the one hand, I would argue with my husband 
that if there is an easy way to do things, such as to farm, people 
will not do them the hard way, and should not be expected to, 
an argument based on his life (and on mine). which we both 
lived as children in wilderness, without electricity or 
telephones, without machinery. or decent roads or handy 
hospitals, where we saw our parents and neighbours living a 
hand-to-mouth existence while doing hard physical labor from 
before dawn to after dusk-on the one hand I would argue 
that people ought not to have to live like this, on the other, I 
see only too clearly that the more we take work away from 
people, the more we rob them of not only a livelihood and 
dignity. but also of their right as members of the human race 
to a role in their own society. And I see computerization as an 
ultimately trivial response to something that 1 read as a 
societal crisis, a crisis of spirit, one to which no merely 
mechanical-or digital electronic response-could ever be a 
solution. 

As someone who has read a lot of the literature of 
complaint about the computer revolution, it seems pretty clear 
to me, however. that if their boosters sometimes zoom off into 
outer space, sometimes their detractors are just as guilty of 
hyperbole, and go beyond the curmudgeonly into the positively 
troglodyte-ish, that is, into a refusal of technology that is self
defeating and that seems to me to be based mostly on fear. (l 
exclude Wendell Berry from this remark, a man who seems to 
me to lack personal fear.) 

For instance, I read an account of a young American 
housewife and mother who threw out even her radio
obviously television had never been a part of her household-
and sang the praises of life without National Public Radio. 
Welt, I can't imagine how it would benefit me not to have even 
the possibility of "Ideas," or "Morningside," or "Words and 
Company," although I know I'm going to lose a lot of this as a 
result of dastardly government cutbacks (whose real motives 
if you ask me, although I know you didn't. were really to weaken 
if not get rid of their most vocal and astute critics, and the 
CBC's choice of cutting the particular programs it tells us it's 
going to cut is really motivated by the recognition that the 
public won't complain loudly enough if it cuts only the least
popu lar programs hence. the death of "Rita McNeil" and 
"Morningside.") I've read several "rants" against the fax 
machine which as a person living far from major urban centres. 
yet engaged in work with them, I think misguided At any rate, 
having lived over twenty years without a daily paper. l can 
maybe understand stopping it as one of my correspondents 
said she was doing, but to toss out the radio seems to me to 
go to an extreme equal and opposite to the view of a 
technologized world as a Utopia, or "techno-paradise." as Rifkin 



names it. 
The point is, though, that technological revolution has a 

cost. and the cost is in the using up of our nonrenewable 
resources. This cost is paid not just by users of the technology, 
but by those who do not, the poor here and the poor in the 
developing world, and by those not yet born. The concomitant 
rewards are frequently not worth the price, but the voice of 
those who question the widespread use of these technologies 
is nearly always on the fringe of society, the proverbial "voice 
crying in the wilderness," the crazies, the "lunatic fringe," while 
at the same time the "technological fundamentalists" are rarely 
regarded in the same critical light. The voices singing in praise 
of computerization almost completely drown out the few who 
are trying to have their cautionary words heard. For example. 
I searched the Quarterly Index of The New York Times for lanuary
March. 1996, under the heading, "Computers." I found 
approximately six pages of entries with about sixty entries per 
page for a rough total of around three hundred entries-a lot 
for one subject in two months in one newspaper. 

I skim-read the abstracts of all three hundred-or-so 
entries. A good three quarters of them were about new or 
improved computer technology or about the business side of 
computers and computer-related technology companies. 
Nearly all of the remaining one-quarter entries were about 
issues of free speech and censorship on the Internet. There 
were exactly five entries about the history of computers, or 
were critiques of various aspects of their use or their impact 
on society. Or go to any bookstore and look under the heading, 
"Computers," where you will find shelf after shelf of thick, 
expensive tomes on the mechanics of software programs 
mostly, and maybe three or four volumes in the whole store of 
discussion on the impact and value of computerization on 
society. Or watch television: We have a satellite antenna and I 
swear. every day there are more and more programs on how to 
use a personal computer, how to go on line, how to find things 
on Internet. how to use new software. If sometimes even the 
program hosts look a bit bemused, they understand, as do 
we. that this is the wave of the future. that there's no avoiding 
it. and it's no use complaining, because it's a done deal. 

Yet how can it be that the impact of computers on western 
society is so massive and deep and there are so few efforts to 
resist? Not even a serious societal understanding that it must 
be resisted or better, controlled in a democratic way since they 
use up our finite resources, make it possible for the powerful 
as well as kids from the Bronx in New York to invade our privacy, 
and governments to control populations, because they help 
make globalization possible, and are working to transform our 
idea of the human? 

After all. we have the unforgettable example of the 
bombing of Hiroshima and Nagaski, of scientists building this 
insane and immoral weapon because they could, because they 
knew how to do it, followed by the inevitable: its 
unconscionable use by governments and the military on a 
largely civilian population. Now we have the ability-as nearly 
as I can understand-to clone human beings, and I think we 
all know that unless all of society rises up in a massive assault 
against such audacity, it is going to happen, and probably 
soon. 

I once heard Arthur Young, author of The Reflexive Universe, 
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and inventor of the Bell Helicopter, remarking in a puzzled 
way in a television interview that it had always been a mystery 
to him why so much time and energy is spent on trying to 
understand the physical genesis and evolution when this 
striving for perfection, for the godhead within each of us is 
the evolution worthy of our interest. Does this sound like man 
as "inforrnavore?" He was a very old man when he said this, a 
wise old man, and I wish he were here to tell us what he thinks 
of the presumptuous claim that machines might fully imitate 
humankind. 

What is truly at fault. it seems to me, that causes us to 
accept what is for the most part a fraud perpetrated against 
us, is something basic in our response to life on this planet. 
in our response to what it is to be human-the search for 
Superman. since to most of us God seems so unresponsive. 
or in Thomas Wolfe's apt phrase from Bonfire of the Vanities. our 
determination to become "Masters of the Universe."' The true. 
necessary revolution is not toward making more parts faster. 
or making instant replies to questions asked across the globe, 
but to solving the problems of the human heart and the human 
soul. 

Most of us. even those of us who love computers. feel 
we've lost something when we abandoned pen and paper for 
the word processor, just as we lost something valuable that 
we still privately mourn, those of us who are old enough to 
have been raised in a world without electric lights, when all 
our houses were electrified. It was a way of being in the world, 
it was a closeness to the animal self, a sense of the forces of 
nature being stronger than we are, and of the mysterious power 
of the world, lost, and replaced by a sense of our own 
stupendous and easy power. As Sven Berkerts puts it. "We have 
fractured the flow of time." ("The Electronic Hive Refuse It") 
And what's dangerous about this, as the use of the atom bomb 
showed, and the frightening results of environmental 
degradation: the depletion of fossil fuels, the killing off of 
species after species. the loss of the rainforests and grasslands. 
and coral reefs. etc, etc., etc. for "in wildness is the 
preservation of the world"-are all in the process of showing 
us is that we are not masters of the universe; we are fools to 
think we are. 

I do not expect that we will solve the problems of the 
human heart. I look instead to manifestations of our weakness 
and our foolishness, perhaps even our immorality in our willful 
failure as individuals to do something within the realm of the 
possible, for example, to alleviate the suffering of the millions 
of human beings in the Developing World who do not have 
potable water, enough food, decent housing or clothing, or 
education, or adequate medical help, or freedom from the 
effects of war whether civil, guerilla or otherwise. While. 
shamefully, we in North America allow this constantly 
mushrooming drive to sell computers and software to those 
who don't need it through pervasive and incessant and 
expensive advertising. 

I am concerned too, about the apparently limitless ability 
these machines give those with access to them to collect. 
maintain and exchange facts about each of us. I am not a 
conspiracy theorist. nor do I wish to impede the normal 
business of government, but I believe that those who object 
to the new National Register of Electors, surely an innovation 
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dreamt up by bureaucrats, have a good point This file on each 
of us will be exchanged with our provincial governments unless 
each of us writes the Chief Electoral Officer in Ottawa 
requesting that ours not be. It seems perfectly innocuous, yet 
what genuine safeguards are there to protect us from the use 
these files will be put to, or what information will be added, 
or to whom the files will be given? Perhaps we all ought to 
write refusing permission to the bureaucrats to give our files 
to the provinces, if only to let the government know that we're 
paying attention. 

Now that I've done my reading, considered the situation 
and written this speech, I conclude not that I was wrong when 
I thought the average citizen without special training in 
computer science could have an opinion about this technology, 
could evaluate it. could take a stand about it In fact. I would 
go further I would say that it behooves all of us to do so, as a 
duty to the society in which we were raised and which we see 
taking a turn we deplore 

But having concluded this, in the end, I don't know what 
we can do about the computer revolution. I don't know 
especially in view of the fact that I have two computers in my 
own home and I am unlikely to do as Wendell Berry did and 
do without them. I don't know what we can do about 
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globalization and job loss due to computerization Not to be 
fooled by the "hype" while recognizing the true value of the 
technology is the first step, I suppose. and also. since these 
machines are not going to go away, to see that our children 
are reasonably educated in their use. To protest each 
displacement of workers by computerization if it is not 
accompanied by reasonable, practical plans for their future. 
To demand that private corporations and governments 
themselves stop the gathering and storing of facts about each 
of us is another. To insist loudly and ceaselessly that our 
governments support the poor in Canada and in the developing 
world is another. To insist that our government live up to 
environmental accords it has signed on higher standards of 
environmental protection, and that environmental education 
is taught to our children, that they be acquainted with nature 
and wherever possible, with wilderness, the less easily to be 
deceived by advertising and to fall in love with machinery, is 
another. To insist that the people, not scientists, make the 
decisions about matters affecting all of us. such as the cloning 
of human beings, is another. Above all to understand that 
computer technology is only engineering, and in the hands of 
fallible human beings, it is not a new god, is the first and most 
vital step. 

Mary Elizabeth Donaldson 
I 908~1966 

Soon after Mary Donaldson's death in 1966, the 
Saskatchewan Library Association appointed a committee 
to consider what form the Association's tribute to Mary 
Donaldson's life and work in the province should take. At 
the Association's annual convention in May 1967, Miss 
Barbara Kincaid, chairman of the committee, proposed that 
a series of annual lectures be set up and that they be known 
as Mary Donaldson Memorial Lectures Miss Kincaid 
suggested that the lectures should be given by leaders in 
the field of library science or closely related fields These 
proposals were endorsed by the convention While the 
lectures are designed primarily for librarians in the province. 
they are open to the public in the belief that library trustees 
and friends of libraries will also find them thought
provoking and challenging 

The Mary Donaldson Fund, which finances the series, 
is supported yearly by individual members of the 
Association, library boards, library associations, library 

trustees, friends of libraries and friends of Mary Donaldson 
With support such as this the lectures have become a 

permanent and valuable part of the continued expansion 
of library services in Saskatchewan and a fitting tribute to 
Miss Donaldson's part in that expansion. 




