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Critical Technology: A Social Theory of Personal Computing

Graeme Kirkpatrick

‘This book is a powerful critique of technological determinism and anti-technical nostalgia. If you feel you know less about your PC than ever before and that there is something missing in this relationship, read this book.’

Terrell Carver, University of Bristol

Have we resigned ourselves to a cyber-future that has been decided behind our backs?  Why is technology – and our understanding of it – central to the concerns of critical social theory?

In developing the PC technologists have borrowed ideas from the human sciences about what people are like, about the nature of meaning and the desirability of some experiences over others. Yet, to date, the academic disciplines most concerned with these ideas have offered neither resistance nor debate. In this book, Graeme Kirkpatrick shows why it is crucial that we initiate that debate. 

Offering a revealing critique of PC design and the social assumptions that underlie it, Kirkpatrick argues that it relies on a particular conception of a capitalistic society that expects its technology to come pre-packaged, mass-marketed and “user-friendly”.  Anyone who is critical of such a society and its commodification of human achievement should, he suggests, be suspicious. 

Kirkpatrick argues that the computer is a contested space within which major social conflicts are played out. On the one hand, there is a narrative of flexibility and human empowerment, and on the other a sense of a “system” that controls our lives, leaving us in thrall to the computer corporations, and at constant risk from phishers and hackers. The outcomes of these conflicts are extremely important as they will shape our future experience of technology, society and politics. 

Critical Technology is a lively, provocative and often radical book, which forces us to reflect on the meaning of an artefact that is central to our daily lives, yet that we too often take for granted. 

Graeme Kirkpatrick is Lecturer in Sociology at the University of Manchester. He is a sociologist of technology with a background in philosophy and critical social theory.

Critical Technology is his first book.  He is working on his second, Technology and Social Power, which examines the surprising uses that people make of technological artefacts, often subverting the intended designs. Kirkpatrick suggests that this kind of activity has increasingly political implications, and will look at other examples of digital technology (mobile phones, the web, computer games) from this critical perspective.
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