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 What Do We Hear when We Listen to Our iPods?

D.E. WITTKOWER

 

 

 

 

 

Every night, as I go to sleep, my cat—the distinguished gentleman from Tennessee, Wallace Beauford Neely—gazes intently out the window. Sometimes he sees something. He perks up, his ears forward, intent. I stare out the window, uncomprehending, seeing nothing but trees under the streetlight. He sniffs at my face, also uncomprehending.

What is it that Wallace is seeing? What interests him so? I haven’t the faintest idea. I might imagine it’s a bird, or another cat—the enemy!—but that’s not based on anything I’ve seen, only on my imagining of what he might care about.

On the other hand, when I get ready to go on campus in the morning, NPR is blasting out of my clock radio, so that I can hear Renée Montagne and Steve Inskeep from down the hall in the kitchen, and Wallace curls up next to the radio! His senses are clearly sharper than mine—except his common sense, as attested to by his attempts to jump on things just a bit too far away, and his obvious hatred for writing implements of any form. (String and wires are also suspect.) Yet, he seems perfectly willing to sleep quite close to the radio.

Now, I’m sure that you’d be glad to hear much more about my wonderful cat, but I suppose I ought to get to some kind of point anyway. The point is this: hearing is a far more particular and selective thing than we generally recognize. Consider these sounds: A whistling of the wind through leafless branches. A distant owl call. A rustling of a bush, behind you.

The rustling has a different character than the rest; and the rest only have a meaningful quality to them since we expect that they lead up to that rustling. The rustling is the appearance of a face: it is the sudden appearance of an other. When we realize that another is there, with us, the world is sucked away from us; reoriented  towards this foreign and unknown viewer. What has he seen? What were we doing? Where is he now?

This is, at least, the view put forth by Jean-Paul Sartre in Being and Nothingness. He claims that the other is a ‘void within being’. He gives the example of the voyeur, peeking through a keyhole. The voyeur is fully engaged in the scene unfolding in the room beyond, until he hears something—a footstep?—from behind. The scene, in his perception, reorients itself. He is no longer an observer, but becomes aware of his reality as a thing to be observed—terrifyingly aware!

The question for us, here, is this: When do we hear the face of the other? When and how, as we listen to the various sounds of our lives, do we discover that we are already-along-with another thinking being, who may be a threat, an ally, or perhaps even our victim?




Hearing as a Social Act 

Imagine what it would be like if you could actually hear everything that you heard. What do I mean by that? Think of your experience of that particular shade of yellow as you stand, awestruck, before a painting. Or your experience of that note—that note of false resolution of a chord, or the seventh note, suspended at the moment of highest tension at the center of a symphonic movement or a saxophone solo, and held for long enough to make you itch for it to move forward. Think of that moment when the beauty and power of a composition overwhelms you and pulls you along with it. What would it be like to experience every color and every sound that way?

It would be unbearable. Incomprehensible. And so, like Wallace, we filter out sensory input into various categories. Renée Montagne’s voice just doesn’t count as sound of a relevant kind for him. The distant movement of a bird at night does. And things work out the other way round for me.

The selectivity of the senses is partly biologically conditioned. Everybody’s ears perk up at a baby’s cry in the distance. Everybody jumps a little at the snake’s hiss. But our senses are not just biologically conditioned, but socially conditioned as well. Can you just “tune out” a TV? I used to be able to, but ever since I got rid of my TV at home, whenever I’m out in a bar or restaurant, I need to keep TVs out of my line-of-sight, otherwise I won’t be able to pay attention to the conversation. TVs are shiny, colorful, ever-changing  things, filled with images designed by intelligent and highly trained people to grab your attention! Yet, many of us have learned to ignore them entirely, and can even read with the TV on, right in front of us.

In his early work, back when his work was much more clearly philosophy than economics, Karl Marx claimed that we were estranged from our own senses. To explain this claim—and to extend it into our world, today—consider what you see when you look at someone else. In what situations do we look at people, on a day-to-day basis? They include these: Does that person work here, and can he help me find the aisle the light bulbs are in? No, thank you, I would not like an apple pie with that. Where did our waiter go?

We encounter others through our relationships—especially our economic relationships. We see someone as their profession, as their class, as their race, as someone wearing sunglasses that are so last year; we see the other as a collection of objects, functions, prices, and conspicuous consumption; and we tend to think of ourselves in the same way! This is why Fight Club needed to remind us that we are not our khakis.

It only stands to reason that the iPod® mobile digital device 1 will be another way that our encounters are conditioned, that is, another way which both limits how we find each other, and which, at the same time, allows us to find each other.




Hearing and the iPod 

So what, then, is it that we hear when we listen to our iPods?• Do we hear the face of the artist, speaking through us through the distance of electronics and the distorting medium of the music industry? 
• Do we hear the art or the artistry speaking to us directly? 
• Do we hear our own adopted social identity—metal-head, goth, punk, emo kid, indie-rocker—reflected back to us? 
• Do we hear a mere affirmation that we are listening to what is—and, by association, that we ourselves are—popular, hip, funky, cool, badass, obscure, or refined? 
• Or do we hear nothing at all? Maybe when we listen to our iPods, we do so in order to close ourselves off from a world that we find threatening, strange, annoying, exhausting, or simply dull. 



Clearly, at different times, we hear all of these things when we listen to our iPods. When we place ourselves into our audio cocoon, we isolate ourselves; and yet, we isolate ourselves within a world of culture, expression, and individual and social meanings. And, when we attempt to encounter the other through her music, we can’t help but hear our own identity reflected back: I am the kind of person who listens to Amy Winehouse, we hear; I am the kind of person who listens to Ella Fitzgerald, we hear; I am the kind of person who listens to The Dresden Dolls, we hear; I am the kind of person who listens to Sarah Brightman, we hear; I am the kind of person who listens to Kylie Minogue, we hear.2 When we are alone, we seek (and find) community; when we are in among the crowd, we seek (and find) private meanings.

Consider this image: Odysseus by the sirenum scopuli—the rocky islands that were home to the Sirens in Homer’s Odyssey.3 The Sirens sang a beautiful song that caused any man hearing it to steer his boat towards them . . . and into the rocks, which would   be his demise. Odysseus, wishing to hear the song without losing his life, stopped the ears of all his oarsmen with wax, leaving only his own free. Then he ordered himself to be tied to the mast, so he would be immobile and unable to act.

Which are we? Are we Odysseus, who hears the voice of the other, distant, disconnected from action, unable to go meet them, but aware of the compulsion to do so? Or do we silence the other, in order that we are able to move forward, to act, and to participate in our day-to-day re-creation of our society through our mere consumption?

How can we bridge the gap? How can we become Odysseus unbound?




Listening to Technology 

Most fields of learning don’t take seriously theories put forth two thousand years ago. In philosophy, though, things are different from in most fields: we deal with those thoughts and questions that are of constant and continuing relevance to human life. So while it would be unusual in other disciplines, it makes sense that philosophy takes seriously what was said by Socrates, even two thousand years after he said it.

A side-effect, however, is that philosophy, in taking the big view, tends to find itself a little distant from the hustle and bustle of daily life, and often doesn’t look at what’s happening just now or at how things are changing right now. Arthur Schopenhauer expressed this in his advice: “Mind not the times, but the eternities.”

Some of us are a little closer to the ground than others, though. Most of us writing here are scholars concerned in various ways with social and political philosophy, and the philosophy of technology. This means that, aside from these thematic connections, there are also certain names that you’ll see cropping up frequently. This is because there are relatively few philosophers who have really taken technology seriously. You’ll hear a lot about many different people, but most often, you’ll hear about these three main lines of thought: that of Martin Heidegger, that of John Dewey, and that of Karl Marx and those who extended his work into the twentieth and twenty-first Century (including Georg Lukács, Theodor Adorno, and Jürgen Habermas). Donna Haraway and Neil Postman, contemporary American theorists, also crop up here and there, as do French theorists Michel DeCerteau and Michel Foucault.

I should make a final note about Karl Marx in particular. Marx is one of the first philosophers (some would argue, the first) who took technology seriously, and his philosophical work has given rise to a great amount of exciting social and political philosophy, including some of the very first important philosophy that took popular culture seriously. For this reason, you’ll notice that he comes up pretty frequently in this book. I thought it might be worth saying, first, that this does not mean that we, the authors, are a bunch of raging communists, and second, that you, dear reader, actually already take Marx’s ideas seriously–even if you are a dyed-in-the-wool right wing free-market fundamentalist.

Marx is too often and too easily identified with those who call themselves “Marxists.” Marx gets a bad rap, and it’s for a very good reason: many, many people have been killed in his name. Marx has the poor fortune of being one of those great thinkers who had disciples who–it seems often almost willfully–failed to understand him, and used his words to justify mass-murder. He at least has the consolation of being in good company in this respect; he has this misfortune in common with Mohammed, Jesus of Nazareth, and Friedrich Nietzsche.

Anyhow, Marx saw how the free market led to human rights abuses, and thought that things would change. They did, but not the way he thought they would. And things got better, at least in the Western world. We limit the work-week now. We outlawed child labor. We now have public education systems. But many of the more abstract things he worried are still with us–a feeling of disconnection from one another. Our experience of our work-lives as meaningless drudgery. Our seeming inability to just go out there and create something that really makes a difference. Furthermore, the human rights abuses that Marx saw in Industrial England haven’t disappeared–they’ve just been outsourced.

The point of all this is pretty simple: Marx was concerned with the same kinds of things that we worry about today, and taking Marx’s ideas seriously does not necessarily mean that you want to overthrow the government and take down the whole capitalist system (although in some cases, it may mean that). What taking Marx’s ideas seriously today means, instead, is something more like this:The self is created socially; I discover and define myself within the particular society I am born into. The ways that we end up thinking about each other, in our society today, creates divisions between us. And we  should work towards finding a way of living together where we are not divided by class, race, or gender; and where we are able to be creative, self-determining beings.





And with that, we turn to the iPod, both as a product of our society and as a location where we can find thought, dialog, education, identity, community, and meaning—or fail to find all of these things . . . depending.
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 Wittgenstein’s iPod, or, The Familiar among Us

ALF REHN

 

 

 

 

 

 

The white earbuds give us all away. Some of us, the ones who like to have it all hang out, have gone for the lanyard earphones for the Nano, displaying the iPod mobile digital device on our chest like a less-than-ironic cross. Others tuck theirs into a pocket, with only the white cables signaling their devotion. Some carry the clip-on, colorized Shuffle as a badge of honor. All of us are, however, recognizable.

Even dangerously so. At one point, police chiefs in the United States asked kids not to wear the Jobs-sanctioned headphones, as recognition led to redistribution—as in having your iPod jacked and redistributed to someone less fortunate but more “entrepreneurial.” So being familiarly adorned with the accouterments of the iPod can lead to many things, not all of them good. However, the iPod itself will always already be a familiar sign, an easily deciphered part of the wearer. It is, for want of a better notion, part of the family of modern man.

The notion of being familiar is not altogether simple. It is one of those words and ideas that we all instantly recognize—it is familiar to us, after all—but it is far less clear exactly how it works. What exactly is it that we recognize in the iPod? The shape? The color? The coolness factor? And how come we can recognize the funky clip of the iPod Shuffle as being related to the decidedly different iPod Touch? Is there an “iPodness” that we can recognize, and what does this consist of? How come we so immediately become accustomed to the darned things?

Regardless of what it is, we cannot escape the fact that the iPod creates a familiarity. Much like we could earlier seek comfort in the  fact that no matter where in the world you went, you could see the golden arches of McDonald’s and be re-assured that there was something you would know, something familiar, we can now travel to the far reaches of the earth and say “It has to be somewhat civilized, that guy with the machete is listening to his iPod.” When I walk the streets of my own city, listening to Bill Hicks on my black, lanyarded Nano, I can see others in the iPod-family pass by and smile knowingly. Some have old, beat-up 2Gs, others the “little fatty.” I can feel slightly superior to the former and envious of the latter, but still feel we all belong to the family of Steve’s Greatest Gift, all connected and recognizable. Maybe it’s because, through it, we all become part of the Family of Mac (as in “Cult of,” not as in “related to” cool but weird Uncle Steve). And this is what fascinates me. Hold on, I’ll try to explain why.




“Hey, You Got an iPod!” 

Much has been made of the iPod’s exterior. The white box, the wheel, and the aforementioned earbuds have become both icons and the butt of numerous jokes. However, lest we forget, the iPod doesn’t even exist anymore, at least not as something you can buy from Apple. Sure, some may have the old, original iPod in a drawer somewhere, but the iPod is a rapidly changing beast. At the moment of writing, the closest thing to the original, “real” thing would be the “iPod classic,” a sleek music machine that comes in black or light gray, with an integrated Click Wheel controller and a new interface (Cover Flow).

If we compare this to the original iPod, several things stand out. The original (not the “Classic”) had a small black-and-white screen, a physical wheel that collected grime, bulky buttons around this wheel, and the iconic white surface. If we compare this to the iPod Classic, the direct similarities are not that clear. Yes, there is the positioning of the elements–the screen above, the wheel below, both occupying about 50% of the front (with the screen getting somewhat less). The wheel is still round, and the proportions are about the same. We can somehow discern that the design is in fact the same, even though the elements that create it have noticeable differences.

This feeling of comfortable recognition does not stop at the little white box (now no longer white) itself. We can use the idea of the iPod to talk about a lot of things. Companies refer to themselves as wanting to be the “iPod of,” for example, software or machinery. Particularly beautiful products are referred to as “the iPod of,” for example, toilets [sic]. There seems to be an “iPodness” that other companies covet, a kind of guaranteed quality and style that can be borrowed from the music-box of St. Jobs. But when someone refers to a particularly elegant faucet as “the iPod of taps,” he or she obviously don’t mean that the faucet has a small screen and a click-wheel (at least not yet). Instead there seems to be some more abstract quality that connects all things elegant and covetable into a universe of iPod-like things—an iPodness hovering over the world.

There seems to be at least two different familiarities operating here. On the one hand the physical qualities of the iPod, creating a sense of shared design and inherited style. On the other hand, the more abstract quality of being like an iPod in coolness factor, (desired) rate of adoption, and overall ease-of-use. The family seems to accommodate both those that look alike and those who just seem to fit in. Things can obviously be familiar in many different ways, but the way in which this is created differs. To make a tortured analogy, some men date women who look like their mothers, others date women who behave like their mothers. We all have issues.




Why Has Jonathan Such a Big Nose? 

It can be really difficult to explain what a person looks like, but it is even more difficult to explain what a family looks like. Still, we are very good at discerning such similarities. In the same way, it is really difficult to explain what is meant by a sport, as, for example, water polo has very few things in common with boxing, yet they both are sports (unlike curling, for which there is simply no explanation). We rarely have difficulty identifying something as a sport, even when we really cannot explain why we think it is. For instance, there seem to be sport-like qualities to cricket, yet I cannot for the life of me figure out what they might be. Maybe it’s in the clothes. This problem, which is a problem of definitions, has occupied many thinkers but maybe none so much as Ludwig Wittgenstein.

For how do you define an iPod? It comes in many forms and kinds, and is becoming almost a template with which one can discuss a number of things. Not all iPods have screens, and with the  iPhone and the iPod touch, not all have click-wheels either. With the iPhone, the capacity to play music is starting to blend into the background as yet one more function, and with a Shuffle, you might not even know what music is on there. And “thing I own that among other things plays some of the songs I’ve downloaded” sounds like a somewhat awkward definition. Even if we were to discount the abstract, almost-likes, it is clear that creating a perfect definition is very difficult, possibly impossible. Wittgenstein battled with the same issue, but also presented a rather ingenious solution to it all. Rather than hunt for the perfect definition, he says, we should observe how similar things can be grouped together by their “family resemblances.”

In a family, not everyone looks alike. Still, there tends to be a set of similar features, distributed across the family. Some might have dad’s eyes but not his mouth, others mom’s hair but not her build. Two people from the same family might look very little like each other, but still obviously be from the same family—for instance so that a sister might have Dad’s eyes and Mom’s mouth, whereas a brother might have Dad’s mouth and Mom’s eyes. They are unlike each other, but share in the greater set of family resemblance. There is, in families and in the world in general, a situation so that “if you look at them you will not see something that is common to all, but similarities, relationships, and a whole series of them at that,”4 and our work should focus on tracing this rather than looking for absolute general certainties. We need to look for connections and overlaps, tendencies and similarities, not some essential, eternal thing. Your father’s nose may be a prominent thing, majestic in size and tagged on both Flickr and Google Earth, but that does not mean that your family is defined by that nose, or that this is what makes the people in your family look like each other. At least according to Wittgenstein.

What does this mean for looking at the iPod? Well, obviously there are quite a few resemblances within even its more limited family. A Shuffle has a click-wheel, but no screen. A “Touch” has only a screen. A “Classic” has both, and the new Nano (“little fatty”) is a small version of a Classic. It would perhaps be easiest to say that the Classic is the fundamental, essential form, and all the others versions of it. The Touch has evolved into one direction, the   Shuffle into another, and they both share in the general familiarity of the gold standard of the “real” one. In one way this isn’t so strange, as the word “classic” does connote a standard of some sort. But how does something get to be a standard? And how does this work in practice?




Meet the Fockers 

The difficult thing in assessing the iPodness of the iPod is the realization that there might be no such thing, at least not in any essential sense. Instead, there are a number of things that we look for, a number of vaguely defined things that we relate to each other into a kind of lattice we can attach our understandings to. Trying to philosophically come to grips with the problem of recognition thus means that we are not only talking about the iPod, we are talking about ourselves as well.

Many iPod aficionados have commented on the fact that the first time one comes across the beloved box, one feels almost instantly drawn to it. The surface, the user interface, the experience itself—amplified if one is standing in an Apple Store—all seem to communicate friendliness and that there is no barrier between the user and the music. The iPod is not only easy to use, it is in a sense familiar before the fact. Much has been made of this, and although there are a few minor issues which seem less than logical—having to press Play and keep it down in order to shut the iPod off seems somewhat counter-intuitive—the logic and orderly set-up makes the user feel familiar-with-use in a very short period of time. Like a friend you haven’t had contact with since college, but who you can “sync” with immediately, Steve’s Gift to Us All seems almost insidious in the way it can infiltrate our cynical barriers.

Apple has very consciously worked at keeping this so. If we take the newest interface, Cover Flow, this becomes even more apparent. Rather than flicking through a series of folders, presented in a list, we can flick through album covers in a lovely approximation of the real thing. It is as if you were there! It’s just like going through the stacks at the old record-store, except you can’t flirt with the girl in the other aisle! It’s like going through a friend’s rack of LPs! (Note that the Cover Flow experience is specifically geared towards the memories of those old enough to remember LPs . . . You know, Steve’s generation.) Only it’s not. Not by a long shot. No one has ever gone through albums in the manner of Cover  Flow, as most albums do not float weightlessly in space, moving fluidly as you guide your fingers across the great mass of them. The experience of Cover Flow is in fact completely alien, physically impossible in the real world and in a sense never-before-seen. Yet it seems an instantly familiar experience, completely understandable and logical. How can this be? How can we recognize something that is not only strange, but literally impossible, as familiar?

It would seem that familiarity does not require recognition. Rather, familiarity requires for us to be able to find enough little hints and similarities in order for us to create a conceptual family of likenesses—so that Cover Flow and the more traditional box of albums get to share in the familiar act of flicking through. Familiarity would then be not a thing pre-existing in the world, but something that humans form in their making sense of the world. It would be a human creation, not an innate thing.




On the Go in Boise 

One of the things that make the iPod such a friendly companion might be that it makes it very easy to create familiarities. In fact, one of the built-in games on the newer models even automates this. The “Music Quiz” game plays you a song, and your task is to recognize it as quickly as you can. Well, not really recognize, but rather guess as well as you can from an offered list of possibilities while the clock is ticking down. The game assumes you are already familiar with your music, and uses this to turn your own collection of music into a game. If you are good at the game you are awarded with points, but also with a feeling of order, as you clearly are able to recognize that which should already be familiar to you—a familiarity made new and fed back to you. Within the box, the familiar can be endlessly recreated.

Playlists are of course one of the most important ways to do this. Rather than trusting the chaos of all your songs, or the shuffle-function (which is an entirely different thing), you set up your playlists in iTunes, and the trusty synchronization feature makes it possible to transfer this familiar way of ordering your music onto your iPod. You can then either trust these ready-mades, or take a walk on the wild side and create a new (but reassuringly familiar) playlist from the already present material.

Sync(hronization) itself is a technology of familiarity. Even though your Mac (or, Steve forbid, your PC) is very unlike your  iPod, syncing the two makes them familiar to each other. Your contacts come along, identical on the two machines, as do your images (of your family, no doubt) and so on. Sync, of any kind, creates familiarity between two devices, and the touted seamlessness of the iPod’s syncing points towards an age when all devices might be “familiar.” This obviously raises the specter of another way to use the word, as a familiar can also denote a spirit (often inhabiting the form of an animal) who serves a witch. Maybe our technological age has gone beyond the use of animals in this respect . . . (What is that you say, Nano of mine? I can’t tell them about you? But I don’t want to ki . . . Sssch, I’m writing this now, okay?)

This then makes it possible to make the entire world familiar to you. Regardless of whether you’re having a huckleberry pie in Boise or eating bibimbap in Korea, you can rest easy knowing that as long as you have your iPod, you always have a familiar soundscape to metaphorically lean on. In a manner not unlike the comfort of knowing that a Big Mac is the same everywhere in the world, the iPod can make any place seem less strange, less different. The co-branded system of Nike+iPod has a more extreme version of this, allowing the user to set a “PowerSong”—a song you can call up when you need an extra boost in motivation. Rather than serving up a list of songs, this enables the user to have an instantly recognizable (and completely unsurprising) song come up at the touch of a button. Again, whether you’re jogging in Central Park, or biking in Stockholm, the iPod can make the environment familiar.




To See the World in a Clickwheel 

This potential for universalizing our experiences has been one of the things people criticize in the iPod. If you are going to shield yourself from the differences in the world just by putting on the white buds and sticking to your predefined playlists, why even go to foreign places? The banality of shutting yourself within the iPod’s aural familiarity would seem to be something like an evil side of familiarity. Where the act of making familiar seems to be a good thing when we are fundamentally lost—not understanding what is going on and looking for clues to make sense of things—ready-made familiarity seems to make the world more distant and unimportant.

What, in effect, is it that we do when we turn up our “Foreign Lands” playlist in a place unknown to us? In the simplest sense, we  replace foreign and alien sounds with familiar ones. We choose not to completely give in to the experience of being somewhere foreign, and instead combine the new sensations we get through sight and touch (and smell, particularly so if we’re in Paris) with the reassuringly familiar sounds emanating from our chosen mechanism of distancing ourselves.

If we’re lucky, we might even come across something as familiar as an Apple Store, and be able to stand in a foreign city, listening to music we chose back home, looking at a new iPod in the shop window, instantly familiar to us. Here, though, we see two slightly different kinds of familiarity. The music, our lived experience with the iPod, is familiar because the iPod is a machine that creates these kinds of familiarities. The iPod in the window is familiar because we have created ways of looking at the world within which the iPod stands as a symbol through which we can understand things. Many things.




I Know You’ll Like This 

To state that the iPod is universally familiar might be a bit of an exaggeration, but not a huge one. The little white box that is no longer white is sold all over the globe, and used by American farmers as well as Russian middle managers. If you walk through an electronics market in China, you will be inundated with offers to buy copies and clones of it. You can find it being sold in every airport, sometimes even in vending machines, and it turns up as a prize in lotteries around the world. But the global iPod is not the whole story.

To engage with an iPod also means that you become part of a universalized experience. Not only do you become part of the general family of the iPod, recognizable in the street, but also entangled in a set of understandings that tries to make you familiar to both your iPod and to the system behind it. While we are used to thinking that information-gathering and the manufacture of systemic meaning are human endeavors, the fact is that the iPod also tries to make you familiar to it. For instance, the iPod tracks the number of times you’ve played a specific song and encourages you to rate the songs you have on it. This information is then used to make better guesses about what to play back to you, for instance so that higher rated songs, and songs you like to play, are more likely to turn up when you shuffle songs.  Although it might seem aphilosophical to ascribe agency to a music player, this kind of thinking has been quite popular in, for example, the Actor-Network Theory of people like Bruno Latour and John Law.

Here, in ANT, the radical claim was that agency was not only something that humans had, but that machines or technology also exhibited the same. Rather than just study the world as expressions of human wants and desires, ANT argued for taking the technological network and the things themselves into account, on their own terms. This infuriated some people, who accused this line of thinking of being willfully obscurantist and little more than a cobbled set of superficial frippery placed to cover up a shambolic core (a little like Microsoft Vista, in this regard), but it did manage to bring the technological object back into the analytic spotlight.

Even though we might shy away from saying that the iPod could choose to act in certain ways (and not in others), it isn’t so far-fetched to say that objects act, and that they limit or enable our actions in specific ways—with the iPod certain things become possible that otherwise would not, and the iPod also sets behavioral limits for how we act. Just like an ATM can handle only one person or transaction at a time and therefore makes us stand in line to take out money, the iPod increasingly makes choices for you. Granted, you can disable this, but who among us hasn’t trusted the shuffle function from time to time? Part of the way in which an object such as the iPod becomes familiar and universalized is that the technological rules and limits of the object “trains” us into specific behaviors, so that we know how to flick our fingers or turn the click-wheel in the correct way, and thus integrate ourselves into the iPod’s life-world. But then again, this is true of all technology, and even though looking towards how specific interactions with the object become familiar to us can teach us something, it is only part of the bigger picture.

We could perhaps say that the iPod is hardwired to become friendly with you, and programmed to make itself familiar to you. But this is not all. If we look at the extensions of the iPod, such as the iTunes-software and the related iTunes Store, the attempt to tie the user of the iPod into a web of familiarity is greatly enhanced. Attempting to buy, for example, a song by Sly and the Family Stone will instantly lead to being suggested “Top Songs” and push you towards “Listeners Also Bought.” In further extension, the logic is that the more you buy, the better the system will know you (you  will become familiar to the universal iPod system) and the better it will be able to serve you.

So maybe it is not you becoming familiar with the iPod, but the iPod becoming familiar with you?




The Familiar Familiar 

So who is really familiar to whom? And what is being familiar or made familiar? Maybe, in the tradition of a “normal” family (whatever that is), familiarity involves a complex negotiation of relationships and a fluid line between who is family and who isn’t. In fact, just as there really isn’t anything like a “normal family” in the world, just different kinds of actual families, there is no “iPod” either, not any longer (once there was, but now we have a family that somehow shares a familiar iPodness). This would in fact correspond well to Wittgenstein’s general theory of knowledge, as he tended to be wary of well-defined concepts. Paraphrasing him, we could say that it seems a little insane to claim that just because it is difficult to draw the line exactly where family ends and a more general kinship begins, families aren’t real. Actually, he said “Many words . . . don’t have a strict meaning. But this is not a defect. To think it is would be like saying that the light of my reading lamp is no real light at all because it has no sharp boundary,” 5 but still.

We could thus say that, in the iPod, we have quite a few different familiarities. On the one hand, the iPod has become a familiar symbol to us, so familiar in fact that we use it to talk about other things, which then in their turn could be seen as parts of the greater iPod family. Or at least hang-around members, for lest we forget, in the contemporary economy there are few things more desirable than being similar to the iPod. On the other, the iPod can be used to create familiarity where there is none, such as when running in an unfamiliar terrain or when traveling in foreign lands. By being portable and by making it possible to customize experiences, the iPod is something akin to a digital security blanket.

On the third hand (for many, the quality of philosophy can only properly be measured by the amount of hands involved—and philosophy doesn’t care if you’ve only got two), the iPod tries very hard   to make itself familiar to you. It imports things from your computer, it tries to learn from you, and it is positioned as an unintrusive and wholly intuitive little buddy. That technology can show this kind of agency sometimes feels quite eerie, but we should pay heed to it, as it questions exactly who is getting familiar with whom. Clearly, the iPod is also a way for Apple to be more familiar with you, but we’ll leave the issues of integrity for another chapter.

So not only are there many ways to be familiar, there are many familiars as well. Sound familiar?




On the Heresy of the Zune 

But what about things that seem familiar, but shouldn’t be? With a product as successful as the little white box (which still isn’t quite as white any longer), there will be copies and attempts to mimic the form, function and fabulousness of the thing we know and love. How should we understand these?

The anti-iPod, as it were, must be the Microsoft Zune. Any Mac-fan worth his or her salt will instantly react to the mention of this monstrosity with derision and scorn. Although it looked somewhat similar, it was clearly an alien, evil intrusion. It was bigger, it was differently colored, and most importantly, created in the forges of Hell. It was both familiar and clearly wrong, a both-and. We might even compare it to a zombie6—recognizably both human and horribly non-human.

True, the Zune might eat your soul instead of your flesh (unlike that shambling, flesh-eating monster Steven Ballmer, who’ll eat both), but it was still clearly an evil presence—an abomination unto the One True Steve. The truly evil thing about it was not that the Evil Empire created it, but that it so clearly tried to look like the iPod. It took a lovely familiar thing, and created a perverse replica of it, something like a deranged Elvis-impersonator with extensive plastic surgery and a welded-on automatically rotating artificial pelvis (but not as cool). It was familiar, but clearly had no right to be. Just as Windows Vista looks like what would happen if OS X got drunk and started projectile vomiting, the Zune looks like an iPod in particularly ill-advised drag, making this specific case of familiarity threatening and abject.

In fact, this twisted familiarity did create an admirable play on recognition and the iPod-Zune dichotomy. Owing to the similarity in use and difference in size, a way to create Zune replicas out of regular paper printed with the image of this hellspawn was quickly distributed on the net, with the following ostensible use: By making a replica Zune, and hiding one’s iPod within it, one could achieve a one-two familiarity punch. By making the iPod look less familiar through masquerading it as another familiar thing, the Zune, one could (arguably) make it less desirable to thieves. This play with familiarities again shows that recognition is not an entirely neutral thing . . . We might even here see a politics of familiarity. Luckily, there is no time to delve into this (as we would then be too close to comfort for a bevy of Derrida’s hairier discussions). Let it just be said that familiarity is not easy, even when it works.




What Was on Wittgenstein’s iPod? 

There’s a fun game you can play with your friends or your iPod (whichever is dearest to you) in which one tries to imagine what songs would be on the most-played playlist of famous people. Imagining the potential playlists of people like Andrew Jackson or the Pope7 makes it possible for us to make these people seem a little less abstract. Or at least show off how familiar we are with them. So what would be on Wittgenstein’s iPod?

My guess is that it would have quite a lot of modern classical on it, from which you could infer that he liked atonal music. But I also think he’d have a bunch of simple beerhall tunes on there, and possibly a few British music hall pieces (like “I’m ’Enery the Eighth, I Am”), things that made him feel good and which could balance the odd soundscapes that form such great backgrounds to his philosophy. He’d sit there, listening to Schoenberg and being one with   his philosophy, and then switch to a rousing “Krakauer Polka” and feel a little more at home.

It just goes to show that familiarity is not one singular thing. Rather, when we talk about familiarity we in fact talk about several different things, phenomena that share some family likenesses but which are not easily reducible to one single thing. Familiarity can be about recognition, but it can also be about substituting recognition. It can be about similar things, or just about seeing similarities where there really are none—familiarity as parsimony in sense-making. Put an iPod Mini (the colorful and chubby version that preceded the Nano) next to an iPod Touch, and very few things seem to unite them. Still, as humans, we are very good at connecting the few family resemblances they do show in such a way to make them seem similar.

Compare the familiarity of listening to the Beach Boys’ classic “Wouldn’t It Be Nice” while in Kabul to the sensation of seeing a new iPod for the first time in your favorite store. There is almost nothing that unites these two things, yet both share in some sensation of familiarity. What the iPod does, and what is fantastic about it, is that it creates not one but a bunch of potential familiarities. The impossibility of clearly defining these, and the obviousness of them still being somehow connected, is as good an illustration as any of how Wittgenstein tried to move philosophy away from being too enthralled with exact definitions, and how he instead argued that we need to celebrate natural language and the multitude of (language) games we play. The iPod can be used in many ways, just like language can. Personally, I like to think that Wittgenstein would have loved an iPod. And I think he would have gone for the same look I prefer—black Nano, lanyard headphones. Showing off, yet utterly practical. Like philosophy, really.
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 The Moment of the Blobject Has Passed
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The history of design can be viewed as a swinging pendulum between the poles of what I term beauty and truth, or more safely, between frivolity and functionality. The swinging between these poles echoes the feelings of society, as we move between idealism and realism. The rise of the blobject—objects characterized by curved, flowing shapes—in the late 1990s is the moment when the design pole of beauty merged with technology. The introduction of the iPod mobile digital device in the fall of 2001 marks the decline of the blobject and the full collision of these two extremes of beauty and function. If the blobject began as an attempt at unifying beauty and truth, the iPod represents the culmination of this merging. This culmination followed broader trends in society as we tried, in the post-9/11 world, to find a middle place between beauty and truth. Indeed, as newer generations of the iPods move further from the blobject, they track broader changes in design. That is, you can read what role we feel design should play in our lives, and more, the philosophical zeitgeist of our culture, right off the face of the latest iPod.




Waves of Beauty and Truth 

We live in a designed world. Everything you see, touch, feel, and taste has been designed. This includes the chair you’re sitting in, the pants you’re wearing, and the car you drive. Further, this world is not randomly designed, but is put together according to the philosophical commitments of the day. This wasn’t always the case. Sure, pants were designed: they were designed to keep you warm;  cars were designed to drive. Some things, of course, were always designed for more aesthetic pleasures. But it’s only recently that everything we touch, see, or feel has been designed for those pleasures. As Virginia Postrel writes in her 2004 book, The Substance of Style,Aesthetics is no longer the luxury that it once was, and that has allowed people to pick and choose styles that appeal to them as individuals. Advances in technology and product design combined with the mixing of cultures have all allowed for a greater range of aesthetic choices. This has also meant a huge growth in industries that focus on personal aesthetics.





Today almost every industry wants its products to have style, including functional items—like music players. Style, though, is something that changes over time. As Rob Horning writes, style isoften described paradoxically enough as an indescribable quality, as something timeless, which is precisely what makes it so useful to the fashion industry. Style can be deployed to mystify the perpetual scheduled changes in fashion that the industry requires, allowing the contradiction of timeless trends to seem altogether natural.8





In other words, it’s only recently that everything, every single thing you see, would have taken part in the tidal cycle of design history.

One way to view these ebbs and flows of design is as an undulation between two extremes, which we can call Beauty Waves and Truth Waves. When we’re in the midst of a Beauty Wave we believe that beauty is all. Movements such as these are what one would call decorative. In the extreme case the function of objects produced by these movements does not matter. Objects are deemed worthy if they improve the aesthetic value of the designed object at hand (whether it be a bed, a car, or a computer) and this aesthetic value is assessed without reference to the object’s function.

When we’re in the midst of a Truth Wave, on the other hand, we believe that function and truth are all. These movements are what one would call functionalist. During them, design decisions   are made with reference only to the function of a particular design object (whether it be a building, a desk, or a bicycle). In the extreme case, it wouldn’t matter what the design object looked like, only that it performed its function well. When such functional objects are seen as beautiful in a Truth Wave, they are “beautiful of a kind.” That is, when we consider the beauty of something we consider it with reference to the kind of thing that it is; if it does not perform its function well then we don’t think it could ever be beautiful. Our aesthetic expectations of such a work are shaped by its non-aesthetic features. Hence, in the case of designed objects, our aesthetic expectations are shaped by whether they fulfill their functions.

Art Nouveau is the prime example of a Beauty Wave in design. Art Nouveau is a design style that was immensely popular between 1890 and 1914 and which was characterized by its use of “sinuous, elongated, curvy lines” and “stylized flowers, leaves, roots, buds and seedpods.”9 According to the promotional brochure from the National Gallery’s recent exhibit Art Nouveau, 1890–1914, “Art Nouveau was a concerted attempt to create an international style based on decoration.” It wascharacterized by writhing plant forms and an opposition to the his-toricism which had plagued the nineteenth century. There was a tension implicit throughout the movement between the decorative and the modern, which can be seen in the work of individual designers as well as in the chronology of the whole.10





Thus, Art Nouveau was awash in decorative flourishes unattached to the function of the objects they adorned.

But then World War I began and the beauty (or frivolity, depending on who you ask) of Art Nouveau was laid aside for the basic industrial functionalism of Art Deco (in both its Art Moderne and its International Style aspects). Art Deco emphasized straight clean lines and geometrical forms, in a word, functionality. The functionalism of the era was especially visible in what was known at the International Style of architecture (itself a wing of the Art Deco movement). The Swiss architect Le Corbusier, considered the   father of this architectural movement, in an exemplary statement, wrote that a modern house should be a “machine for living.”11 Of course, functionalism in design is often itself only another decorative style, but it is a style that shows society’s desire for efficiency, its desire for truth.

Now consider a more recent shift in design. Design in the late 1960s and 1970s was characterized by excess and exuberance (along with shag carpets and floral psychedelia). These are the same qualities that Art Nouveau’s Beauty Wave trafficked in. As a popular Interior Design website puts it, “The late 1960s and the early ’70s also saw an Art Nouveau revival, which fused with psychedelia. As a result, by the middle of the decade, there seemed to be swirls everywhere: on ceilings, on wallpaper, on floors.”12 This particular Beauty Wave and its excesses weren’t reigned in very quickly as the Reagan Era’s “Me Generation” brought ostentation to an entirely new level. The Beauty Wave began to be replaced by another Truth Wave with the introduction of the Internet. By the 1990s, the computer was the focus of our lives and thus, of much of design. It’s hard to think of it this way now, but there isn’t much that’s more purely functional than a computer. It also altered design, as computer-aided design is now the norm. I will return to this point when I discuss the genesis of the blobject. For now, we can see that the undulations of design and fashion pulse a wave of beauty and then a wave of truth.




Blobject 

Now consider the Blobject. The term is a portmanteau of the words ‘blobby’ and ‘object’. So, a blobject is a blobby object. The two prime examples of blobjects are the iMac and Volkswagen’s new Beetle (which will forever be called ‘new’). Both of these products emerged onto the market in 1998, the year of the blobject. In order to understand constantly changing contemporary terminology it’s often helpful to look at Wikipedia, since users from a variety of vantage points can alter Wikipedia entries. Wikipedia’s entry on blobjects reads, in part, “A Blobject is most often a colorful, mass-produced, plastic-based, emotionally engaging con-  sumer product with a curvilinear, flowing shape. This fluid and curvaceous form is the blobject’s most distinctive feature.” Again, blobjects are blobby.

Science-fiction writer Bruce Sterling has identified many prime examples of the blobject. The include, of course, the iMac and the New Beetle, but many more blobjects were also put in front of consumers in the late 1990s, such as the Gillette MACH3 Razor with its curvilinear grip, an Oral-B toothbrush, Marc Newson’s Orgone Chair, the Swatch Twinphone with its curved handle and its rounded cradle, the Philips USB Desktop video camera, pens with “bulbous silicone-grips,” and the “laser-guided Microsoft Explorer mouse, gliding under one’s sweaty palm with a slick red glare like a molten hockey puck.”13 Rounded objects, mostly of molded plastic, could be found in all areas of society. Furniture, office supplies, and technological gadgets became blobby.

Furthermore, blobjects all fit loosely together to form a lifestyle. It’s no accident that the new Volkswagon Beetle is often paired with the iPod, which I will finally arrive at in a moment; it was part of a well-developed advertising campaign. According to a 2003 Volkswagen press release,Adhering to the philosophy that one good thing deserves another, two icons of American popular culture—Volkswagen and Apple Computers—are joining forces to provide 2003 New Beetle sedan buyers with a complimentary Apple iPod, the world’s top-selling digital music player. Volkswagen of America, Inc. and Apple Computers have dubbed the new initiative: ‘Pods Unite’.





The unity of the lifestyle implied by blobjects completely enveloped the consumer world. But how do blobjects fit into the ocean controlled by the Beauty and Truth Waves I previously outlined? That is, was the lifestyle’s unity one of beauty or of truth?

The blobject first appears to be a new Beauty Wave of design sweeping over our consumer world. Blobjects are swoopy and curvaceous, suggesting decoration and an aesthetic divorced from function. They are also sleek and streamlined in the words of Steven Skov Holt, the originator of the term ‘blobject.’ He writes:   The blobject appears to be our generation’s parallel to streamlining. It can be applied, or integrated, anywhere and everywhere, and although it is not the fastest form on the block (streamlining and true low-drag coefficient forms win that title), the blobject is the smoothest, sleekest, and swoopiest of all our forms.14





This integration of curvaceous design and streamlining represents the two waves of Beauty and Truth beginning to merge. The blobject foreshadows the iPod, which completely merges the two waves.

That beauty and efficiency were able to begin to merge in design was in no small part due to the fact that computers are capable of molding new materials to alter the way we live. The computer made it possible for blobbiness to be efficient and possess a functional aesthetic. So while blobjects are part of the Beauty Wave of design they have elements of the Truth Wave; they are a synergy of decoration and function. The blobject as we know it today would not be possible without computer-aided drafting software. This is perhaps the biggest difference between the blobjects and their Art Nouveau counterparts.

As Bruce Sterling puts it, “Computer-aided design lends itself to playful interaction. The severe linear dictations of paper, T-square, and mechanical pencil are as dead as the slide rule, as is the fear that precious design drawings will be defaced by a careless ink smear or a drop of sweat.” 15 Computers did change the design world by showing the possible regardless of the mind doing the designing. That is, while a piece of paper shows what is possible within a single designer’s mind, a computer program has the capability of showing what the materials at hand are capable of (what is possible for them) without reference to the designer’s mind. While this allows more variation and fluidity in design, it equally cuts down on the contribution of the individual designer. It denigrates the designer and downplays her contribution to the final product. This is part of the tradeoff that’s been made in contemporary design: personality has been traded for the furthest reaches of the possible.

This dependence on computers makes blobjects an indication of how deeply technology has penetrated our lives. They are design’s response to how rapidly technology transformed individuals and society in the period following the release of the personal computer. This infiltration of technology was discussed by Martin Heidegger. As Michael Heim nicely explains:What Heidegger called ‘the essence of technology’ infiltrates human existence more intimately than anything humans could create. The danger of technology lies in the transformation of the human being, by which human actions and aspirations are fundamentally distorted. Not that machines can run amok, or even that we might misunderstand ourselves through a faulty comparison with machines. Instead, technology enters the inmost recesses of human existence, transforming the way we know and think and will. Technology is, in essence, a mode of human existence, and we could not appreciate its mental infiltrations until the computer became a major cultural phenomenon.16





Blobjects arose in part because of and in part as a response to technology entering the innermost recesses of human existence. By the time of the iPod, the infiltration of technology into our lives had gone further than ever before. The blobject can be seen as a response to this infiltration. It is the search for more organic, human forms in the midst of machines. The blobject’s mushrooming curves cushion us within its soft edges. It is thus no coincidence that the year of the blobject was 1998. What was happening that year? The techboom of the late mid-90s was burning out, even if it didn’t look like it. The implication: the bubble—of the blobject and the economy—could save us from the uncertainties of the postmodern world (or, at least, keep us in the warm rays of Silicon Valley).




Behind the Beauty and Truth Waves 

The design phases of Beauty and Truth echo deeper currents in society. The philosophical poles of idealism and realism can be said to be the hidden forces behind the tides of Beauty and Truth. The realist takes what is given and thus corresponds to design’s  cold hard facts whereas the idealist believes that ideas matter more. Hence, realism corresponds to the Truth Wave while idealism corresponds to the Beauty Wave.

Realism as a philosophical doctrine—metaphysical realism—is “the view that there is a world of objects and properties that is independent of our thought and discourse (including our schemes of concepts) about such a world.”17 It is the view that, regardless of our philosophical, scientific, and linguistic frameworks, the world is what it is, and what we believe does not change that world. In effect, it’s the philosophical belief that we don’t have that much control over what is real and what is not. It is perhaps not surprising then that Truth waves in design often follow periods of rapid social change or upheaval. A strong belief in realism would lead to very functional, efficient designs such as are prevalent during the wash of a Truth Wave.

Idealism is the philosophical belief that our ideas, not things, are what’s real. As George Berkeley famously wrote “esse est per-cipi” (to be is to be perceived), that is, physical things exist only to the extent to which they are perceived. This would mean that a world of physical objects containing no ideas would not, in any ordinary understanding of the word, be real. Only what we think can be considered real. With idealism, our ideas, unattached to the functions of objects, have a free space to roam. Thus, rises in idealism can be associated with the more decorative, imaginative designs found in the curl of a Beauty Wave.

However, in some sense, we keep wanting to make the case that beauty is truth—that this dichotomy between idealism and realism, between decoration and function, between beauty and truth, might be a false one. Enter the iPod.




iPod 

The iPod was finally introduced to the world on October 23rd, 2001, just five weeks after 9/11. Jobs proclaimed it “a major, major breakthrough.” To say that an entertainment product is a major breakthrough just weeks after the largest tragedy America had seen in decades smacks of a new level of hubris, but it turned out to be   true: the iPod was a major breakthrough for contemporary life. One hundred million iPods have been sold—an iPod for every seventy people worldwide. Now that’s technology infiltrating our lives. Before the iPod was introduced Leander Kahney reported in an article for Wired, “Digital music players were either big and clunky or small and useless.” Before the iPod, personal digital music players had not come into their own either on a design or a technological level. The iPod did both. But you know about the importance of the iPod, and if you’re unsure of it, other chapters in this volume will loudly proclaim that importance.

Is the iPod a blobject? This question turns on which model you are looking at. One of the Apple team’s response is quite telling. Vinnie Chieco, one of those assigned the task of making the iPod user friendly, said “As soon as I saw the white iPod, I thought 2001 . . . Open the pod bay door, Hal!” This reference to Stanley Kubrick’s 1968 movie (incidentally, the way the iPod’s name was arrived at) is significant in that the late 1960s and early 1970s were the last resurgence of Art Nouveau until the blobject’s entrance in the late ’90s. To put it succinctly, the iPod is a minimalist blobject. Or, at least, the first generation was. It was all smooth curved edges, but nothing screamed that it was, in fact, a blob, such as being pure blob. Its dedication to functionalism entailed that it did not shout such things. The iPod is the bloject that did not blob. The iPod is the exact moment when the blobjectification of the world ended.

Perhaps a new term is needed. Christian Science Monitor staff writer Gregory M. Lamb reported that “the ‘squircle’ or square circle, as seen in the rounded rectangle of an iPod music player or many digital cameras, represents a hybrid approach, but not a ‘full on’ blobject.” So, technically, the iPod should be seen as a squircle, which is something of a minimalist blobject. Perhaps its popularity has something to do with the fact that it is a minimalist interpretation of the trendiest design movement around. Often what makes its way into popular culture isn’t the most cutting-edge thing, but a slightly more digestible (or acceptable) version of that cutting-edge paradigm. Popular culture is essentially conservative. We often critically admire the most radical and cutting-edge arts while purchasing a milder version of these works. This is most obviously the case at Target where the principle of good-design-for-the-masses has been successfully brought to market. We can have our design and eat it too.

The squircle is where the Beauty and Truth Waves fully meet. It’s the middle ground between the pleasure principle and the reality principle. The pleasure principle is Freud’s term for the desire for immediate gratification—this is opposed to the reality principle, which entails the deferral of that gratification. Quite simply, the pleasure principle drives one to seek pleasure and to avoid pain. However, as one matures, one learns the need to sometimes endure pain and defer gratification because of the exigencies and obstacles of reality: “An ego thus educated has become reasonable; it no longer lets itself be governed by the pleasure principle, but obeys the reality principle, which also at bottom seeks to obtain pleasure, but pleasure which is assured through taking account of reality, even though it is pleasure postponed and diminished.”18 The blobject, and the Beauty Wave of design in general, is a perfect expression of the pleasure principle. The Truth Wave is exemplary of the reality principle and the iPod, in all its generations, is wedged between the pleasure and the reality principles.

The iPod got wedged so firmly because it was born at a historical moment. The iPod signaled that the moment of the blobject had passed, that the Truth Wave and the Beauty Wave had merged—we were in a post-9/11 world. 9/11 is the societal background that precipitated the decline of the blobject. After 9/11, excess was reigned in under the rubric of security, a supreme sort of functionality that is supposed to outweigh all others. Or that’s what we thought. We thought that 9/11 woke us up, but really we were still caught up in our pleasure bubble, caught up in our blobjecture. The blobjects still multiplied after 9/11. We were less sure after 9/11, but we kept up the belief that the bubble could save us (and added the belief that it could save us from international terrorism). We were shyer with the minimal blobjectification of the iPod, but we were determined to say that we would determine the course of our own lives. We wanted truth and beauty.

However, what really changed things, and caused the merging of the Beauty and Truth Waves, is what is wearing us down: the war in Iraq. In the same way that the Vietnam War arguably created a generation of politically aware individuals the Iraq War is   creating a generation of people who are aware that sometimes reality must be faced head on. The first moment of that realization was 9/11, but it took the Iraq War to solidify. It took the thousands wounded and dead, the idealism of Iraqi democracy shattered, and an administration mired in flabbergasting lies to solidify the reality principle, but now that principle can be seen from the rhetoric of our politics to the design of our humble consumer products, such as the iPod. After years of war in Iraq, we finally succumbed; we knew that we did not control our destinies; the world was cold; we finally let go of our beneficent belief in the bubble.

There was no final funeral for the blobject, but our iPods now have edges. Our lives have edges. We want things that work, honest things. We know now that things can look cool and that those things can fool us.

Navigating this merger is difficult. As Rob Seward writes,The iPod is designed to look simple and easy to use. There appears to be an initiative to make the interface look as simple as possible. Putting a volume wheel on the side of the iPod might make the operation a little easier, since I often end up scanning back and forth within a track when I want to just change the volume. Here, however, the perception of ease of use is more important than actual ease of use.19





But can function and beauty really be merged? It’s not that design after the moment of the blobject is necessarily more functional, but that it feels more functional, more in touch with reality. We can organize our songs by artist or title or playlist and have a squircle object that fits so well in the palm of our hands. We can have the white headphones that are nothing if not stylish. We feel safer in their presence. We feel more in touch with reality with the more straightforward lines and designs that followed the moment of the blobject.

We’re constantly navigating the distance between truth and beauty. Part of what it means to be a twenty-first-century, technologically literate consumer is to believe that, with the help of computers, beauty isn’t necessarily in conflict with efficiency and truth. The iPod exemplifies our faith in this principle.

That’s not to say that the iPod will resolve all our problems: there will always be items (and design movements) that are judged to be more beautiful, just as there will always be items judged to be more efficacious. What I have tried to show in this chapter is that belief in the design of the iPod is belief in the fact that we don’t have to compromise between truth and beauty.
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