“Are animals technology?” II – archive of messages posted on Envirotech, Envirotech@lists.Stanford.EDU, 28 July – August 1, 2001.  

Tue, 31 Jul 2001

From: pjk23@hermes.cam.ac.uk (Paul Kirby)

A land-yacht, as you probably know, sails along dry land powered by the wind. The land yacht is clearly part of technology. It is powered by the wind, but the wind is not a part of a useful definition of technology. If the wind is included what can be omitted? If nothing can be omitted, all the universe is technology and the term loses any meaning.

If we replace the wind, as a motive force, by a dog pulling the yacht we enter trickier ground. If it is a wild dog (a dingo perhaps) which is untrained and which pulls the yacht out of a desire to flee its bizarre experimenters then it is acting like the wind. A natural force following a pattern of behavior, which is channeled by but not formed by humankind.  Similarly it is therefore not technology (but is exploited by technology.)

If we re-capture our dingo and train its offspring to pull the yacht under voice command has it become technology yet?

If we selectively breed our dingo for more (suitably) powerful legs and no teeth (say). What then?

If by increasingly perverse selective breeding and biotechnology we are left with  canine leg muscles, reproductive organs and an electronics interface then what?

To some degree I am not sure whether it is important to decide where along this continuum the line is drawn. (If it is drawn at all.) Except that asking the question does help us, perhaps, agree a definition of technology. The question concerns not the attributes of animals that make them technology but the definition of technology that may or may not include animals.

For me the line is drawn at the point where the object (the dog say) is "prepared" for use by the technology. If a natural phenomenon can exist irrespective of its potential for use in technology (the wind, the wild dog etc) then (for me) it is not part of technology. If however its condition is the product of actions that render it useful, then it is part of technology. The trained dog for example.

So far so good, but we could challenge the definition by asking what happens if we channel the wind so that it strikes our sails more efficiently. In this case it may be that "its condition is the product of actions that render it useful" and the wind is therefore within our definition of technology. Oops. We can escape by saying the device that does the channeling acts on the non-technological wind and we could thus preserving the wind outside of technology. The wind that is channeled however now becomes part of technology. So it is with the dog. An untrained dog is not part of technology but a trained one is. Preparation for use (not use itself) is (for meanyway) the critical threshold.

But then, I am not a philosopher.

Kind regards

Paul Kirby

Interdisciplinary Design for The Built Environment

Cambridge University

Tue, 31 Jul 2001 18:00:32 -0400

From: "Cayford, Jerry" Cayford@rff.org 

I am bothered by the reasoning, several times repeated, that a word must include some things and exclude others to be meaningful.  (e.g.: "If nothing can be omitted, all the universe is technology and the term loses any meaning.")  This seems false to me.  Consider the word "useful".  Is there anything that is simply excluded by this word?  Doesn't everything have uses in some context or to some agent?  But that doesn't make the word "useful" meaningless.  Or consider "in motion".  It is an ancient and still valid observation that everything is in motion all the time, just some things are slower than others.  This doesn't make the concept meaningless.

I suggest that "technology" usually refers to systems, many parts (ultimately all parts?) of which are naturally occurring and would not, in isolation from the system, be considered technologies.  Not only wind and wild dogs, but the explosion of gases in an engine, or the desire of fluids to enter a vacuum, all are natural phenomena.  Being part of a technology does not make the parts themselves "technologies", but neither does their naturalness make them any less "part of a technology".  The answer to what we call a "technology" is not in the properties of things but in the uses to which we put them and the control we exercise.

Jerry Cayford

Resources for the Future

Tue, 31 Jul 2001 16:09:51 -0700

From: James Williams techjunc@pacbell.net
Off the list, Marty Reuss suggested to me that it might be constructive to ask the question another way: not how are animals like technology but how much is technology like animals?

He comment reminds of Steven Vogel's _Cats' Paws and Catapults: Mechanical Worlds of Nature and People_ (NY: W.W. Norton, 1998)?  He's a biologist at Duke who addresses your question in a sense, by asking how much is technology like nature--seashells, spider webs, birds' wings, and so forth.  I've got it, it looks intriguing, but must admit I've not read it.  Maybe now's the time.

Jim Williams

New email: techjunc@pacbell.net
Wed, 01 Aug 2001 10:55:07 -0400

From: Kent Curtis kentalexandercurtis@hotmail.com 

>Re: how much is technology like animals?

Along these lines, there is a growing body of thinking suggesting that the further a technology deviates from natural systems (animals being only one), the less sustainable it is -- and, by extension, the less desirable it is.  See, for example, Janine Benyus, _Biomimicry: Innovation Inspired by Nature_ (NY: William Morrow, 1997).  Benyus explores the work of dozens of researchers who are seeking ways to absorb the lessons of millions of years of natural evolution into future technical development -- perennial polyculture farming, photosynthetic energy processes, and neuron-styled computation, for example -- all of which combine complexity, efficiency, and regenerative qualities.  She suggests that there is nothing human beings have invented that does not have a natural predecessor, and one that is usually more effective at its task, more complex in its abilities, and less erosive to earthly habitat.  From this perspective, the answer to the original question might be, yes, some animals are technology, shame on us.

K. Curtis

Tue, 31 Jul 2001 14:15:31 EDT

From: Sara Pritchard SbpLyon@aol.com 

I returned from vacation to happily find my email in-box inundated with fascinating and stimulating comments from Ed Russell's original post (thanks again to Ed for sparking such a lively and thought-provoking conversation...).  

I will succumb to raising more questions and thoughts than cohesive responses:

- Art McEvoy argued for framing the human body as 'nature' or 'what was natural' in the technological system of the factory in an article in T&C several years ago.  Does his essay on human-as-nature-too help our conversation at all?

- Can the question 'are animals technology?' be rewritten to be the more inclusive 'is nature technology, too?'  If so, where does this lead us?

- Picking up on several exchanges over the proverbial 'what is technology?' question: if we ascribe to a post-Hughesian and/or Latourian definition of technology that emphasizes the notion of systems (to include knowledge, skill sets, and different groups of people in addition to 'artifacts' and white male engineers, as several people pointed out), does nature fit into this definition of technology, acknowledging Erik Rau's valid reminder that we need to historicize definitions, actors, and our own debates about these questions?

- Marty Reuss argues that technology is not the leveed river, but the levees (and perhaps he would agree the larger technological system in which they are embedded).  It seems to me that the fundamental question in dog-breeding or dammed rivers is **where does technology end and nature begin?**  The hydroelectric dams on the Rhone River that I study both transform and are dependent upon the various environmental forces at work in the watershed of the Rhone valley.  Is the metal turbine 'technology' while the water flowing through that turbine 'nature'?  Or is it more complicated?

- Finally, to revive a question that emerged from a panel at the ASEH conference last March, do theoretical notions of hybridity (e.g., the hydroelectric projects of the Rhone River at the intersection of technology and ecological systems) illuminate more than simplistic dualisms? Or do they somehow lead us to a murky analytic state?  Does Rau's call for historicism allow us to elude a hybrid morass?

Sara
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From: John Staudenmaier <staudejm@udmercy.edu>

> Re: Janine Benyus, _Biomimicry: Innovation Inspired by Nature_  (NY: William Morrow, 1997).  

This reminds me of the contrast between 19th century (and prior) cities and classic 20th century cities, at least in the U.S.  Pre-20th century cities all locate near abundant fresh water and a lot of U.S. cities that have flourished in the 20th C (LA, Phoenix come immediately to mind) use energy driving water pumping systems + air conditioners to trump eco constraints.  

Are you as struck as I by the wave of thinking that suggests a 21st century geographical pattern more like the 19th than the 20th?  I've been struck, too, by the many ways the Bush administration appears to be trying to reinvigorate 20th century use patterns, even heard a suggestion last week that G W wants to talk w. Canadians about piping great lakes water down to the southwest US.  

In short, it's a pretty interesting time for eco and geographical thinking.

john st sj

