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Technology in general and digital technology in particular shapes and influences our individual and common lifeworld in ways that cannot be fully grasped. As a society we are facing a design challenge of a complexity never experienced before. Despite all attention and attempts there is still a need for theoretical ideas suitable for the exploration of the positive potentiality of digital technology. One way to accomplish this is through a theoretical examination of the meaning of being close (inspired by the work of James Hillman) and distant (inspired by the work of Herbert Marcuse) to digital technology. I will also argue that the concept of aesthetic sensibility is a possible and inevitable intellectual tool needed in this endeavor.

One quality of information technology that separates it from many other and earlier technologies is that its manifestations influence almost all aspects of our everyday lives. There are, of course, specialized applications of information technology in science and industry, but the technology is suited for use in our homes and work places in ways that few earlier technologies have been. This is causing some confusion and there are signs that we do not really know how to relate to this possibility and challenge. It is even possible to describe our relation to digital technology as paradoxical and perplexing, and as an experience and not as use (McCarthy & Wright, 2004).. 

People do relate to digital technology in numerous and varied ways. Maybe the most common way is the almost “traditional” understanding of technology as an unstoppable force that evolves due to some intrinsic and almost inevitable logic. Based on such a view we are used to hear the question “Where will technology take us?”. With this view there is no potentiality in technology to be explored. Instead the development is more or less inevitable, and we can only be part of, or “passengers” in, the development. Another view is based on an understanding of technology as a “material” completely open for our desires and wishes. A typical statement based on this view is: “Only our imagination sets the limits for what we can do with this technology”. This view is grounded in the idea that digital technology itself is almost completely open for design – with an endless potentiality. These two views are both strong and existing side-by-side, sometimes even within one person. 

All has to do with how we understand digital technology. What is its potentiality? Design is, as a human activity, based on the idea of potentiality. There is no possible design if we cannot see potentiality in materials, activities and ideas. Positive design is about seeing and creating something not-yet-existing based on what is potential in the world around us. Potentiality is therefore at the core of design of new technology. Focusing on potentiality is first of all a question of creating an appropriate mindset, but could, of course, be further developed into both knowledge, skill and tool sets. So the first question is how do we explore what is potential in a technology?

Potentiality in technology can be approached on different levels that can be understood in relation to how a skilled crafts person, for instance a carpenter, relates to his material. There is the level of abstract discourse which is the level where the overall understanding of technology is played out in reflective thinking. For a carpenter this is shown in the way he talks about his material in general terms, for instance about how he can treat his material, how it can be used and to what. Usually this talk is almost poetic and is filled with respect and even love towards the material. This is to someone who is not closely acquainted with the specific material usually difficult to understand since it is too abstract and has no “practical” meaning. 

At another level the carpenter has the really close and tangible relation to his material. He can determine quality with his hands. He cannot describe this in words, only show it in action. “This is how it should feel like when the material is right!”. To an amateur it can be almost impossible to “feel” the difference, and trying to describe it in words usually don’t help since you need to build up a sensitivity over time. 

These two ways to approach a material, a technology, are extremely important, i.e., to have a distant “theoretical” or abstract understanding of the technology, and to have a close and hands-on sensitivity. My suspicion is that most of academic work on technology and its potentiality is not on any of these two levels. What seem to be more common is something in between, where the understanding becomes neither abstract nor “hands-on” enough, and very seldom both. The carpenter has no problem mixing his poetic abstract notion about his material with his hands-on sensibility of the qualities in the material. 

This combination of two seemingly different approaches to a material is what is needed to explore the full potentiality of a material, and it is an approach that we need to develop in order to find the potentiality of digital technology. It is possible to find arguments for such an approach in earlier work. I have chosen to discuss two of these, namely Herbert Marcuse and James Hillman.

One possible way to approach potentiality in technology at the level of abstract discourse (as discussed above) is found in the writings of Herbert Marcuse. Marcuse argues that our modern society in all its domains foster and even enforces one-dimensionality in the way we understand progress and development (Marcuse, 1964). One-dimensional thinking emerges, according to Marcuse, partly as a result of a technological development that supports the dominating way of life without questioning its basic assumptions. Technology, viewed that way, even creates a form of unfreedom. The ironic twist is that we do not necessary experience this “unfreedom” as something bad. “For this unfreedom appears neither as irrational nor as political, but rather as submission to the technical apparatus which enlarges the comforts of life and increases the productivity of labor” (Marcuse, 1964, p 158). 

If we take Marcuse’s ideas seriously we have a tough methodological problem at hand. It means that we are “trapped” in a mindset in relation to what technology is doing to us and maybe more serious, trapped in our imagination of what it could be like. Marcuse argues that our imagination has to be trained to be able to see the “real” potentiality in our technologies. This might be compared to the way the carpenter with a poetic understanding of his material opens up for a full appreciation and use of the materials qualities.

On the other level discussed above (that of being hands-on and close) there is a possibility to relate to the works of James Hillman (1996). Hillman does not at all address technology in his book, instead his subject is how to understand and raise children. Hillman argues that it is possible and useful to assume that people has a soul and that the soul has a calling. With the risk of misinterpreting his idea, I think it is possible to make the same assumption when it comes to technology and especially digital technology. Hillman is very careful not getting into the delicate question if people actually have a soul or what a soul really might be. Instead he is pragmatic in his approach. We could make the same assumption with technology. Every technology has a “soul” and a calling. If we try to develop the technology into something that are at odds with its calling, we will create great tension which might lead to some kind of “disaster”. The key notion that Hillman presents is the careful listening. It means to get close, to pay attention, to listen. Hillman uses the notion of notitia.  Notitia means paying attention to details, to the real thing, not in the first place interpreting but actually getting so close that you fully “feel” the qualities of that your are approaching. It means being careful and caring. It means a closeness that is similar to the carpenters hands-on and touching. With digital technology, this means that it is not possible to understand a technology without getting close, without getting a “feel” for it, without notitia. 

To some extent it is possible to see the two approaches, as argued by Marcuse and Hillman, as opposed and maybe even an example of the clash between how social science and engineering approaches technology. However, the point here is not to separate the two. The idea is that the two are needed and should be incorporated into the same intellect, in the same way as the skilled carpenter can live with two ways of understanding his material at the same time.  

Any “approach” or new way of thinking needs some tools for guidance. To apply theoretical ideas in practice is a matter of delicate judgments. Since the ideas of potentiality and notitia are so abstract and ephemeral, we need guidance. And we can find that in both the writings of Marcuse and Hillman. Both of them stress a form of judgment that they label aesthetic sensibility.  They both argue that we can develop aesthetic sensibility as a skill if we pay enough attention and have courage to do it. I would like to argue that designers should develop an aesthetic sensibility in their approach towards technology. Design is based on a decision of the “nature” of technology and what to do with it is an act of judgment (Nelson & Stolterman, 2003). It is an act where we have to open our minds, escape the overwhelming one-dimensional thinking that comes with the discourse around new technology.

As a designer of technological systems and new realities we have to stay distant and close to the technology at the same time. We have to be able to get close, in the way Hillman talks about notitia, the careful listening, while we as Marcuse argues have to stay distant with a philosophical eye, to be able to see the overall potentiality of the technology. This is of course a challenge to any individual designer, but even more for those with the responsibility to educate designers of new technology. A curriculum based on the idea of finding the potentiality on digital technology would and could be based on ideas such as those discussed here.

How this can be transformed into methods and techniques is not easy to see. Nevertheless the challenge is still there and cannot be escaped. If designers want to be a positive force in the development of our society we have to accept that challenge. We have to accept that every potentiality made real is an act of judgment and at the end a political action. 
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