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The machines that created the industrial revolution were made by craftsmen using traditional
skills handed down for centuries. The iron boilers of the steam engines used to pump water from
mines were made by blacksmiths, and the wooden beams by carpenters. Within a few years the
same steam engines were heing insfalled in factories and wvsed to power machines that could
manufacture goods in huge quantities and at low cost.

Far from freeing the average working man {rom the burden of repetitive physical labour, the
machines of the industrial revolution enslaved him in a different kind of work, making hundreds of
traditional crafts obsolete and forcing countless skilled workers to find jobs in factories as the
servants of the machines they had created. The machines were beginning to take over.

In the early 1970s cars rolling off the production line of General Motors’” new plant in
Lordstown, Ohio were found to have torn seats, scratched paint, dented bodies, bent gear-shift
levers, cut ignition wires, and loose or missing bolts.

The workers on the GM production line, forced to repeat the same mindless movements every
thirty-six seconds, hour in and hour out, had decided to strike back, taking out their rage and
[rustration on the products they were supposed to be creating. A

Only a few years later the introduction of computer-controlled robots — the cybernetic
revolution — did away with the need for human production line workers. Precision machine-made
parts could now be assembled by robots with unerring accuracy, hour after hour and day after
day. The machines had finally taken over the workplace,

What was bad news for hundreds of thousands of assembly-line workers made redundant by
the closure of unprofitable production lines was, however, good news for the consumer. Robot-
assembled products are now often cheaper and much more reliable than those assembled by hand.
In many cases, increased reliability has resulted in increased safety, as with cars.

In this world of mass-produced precision products, consumer choice has become increasingly
dependent on two factors: performance and design. For the buyer of a modern car, camera, or
computer the only way of making an informed choice among dozens of identical-looking products is
to spend hours comparing the comptex technical specifications in brochures and magazines. While
design can sometimes still make a difference, as in the case of the Apple iMac computer, the
success and failure of a product in the marketplace is usually decided by performance — which is
itself decided by the performance of the machines that create that product.

‘Out of sight, out of mind’ is a proverh that applies perfectly to the modern machine. Few of
today's workers have to spend their working days sweating in lactories full of pounding, clattering
machines, Most consumers have little or no awareness of the machines that manufacture the
products they use every day. Even less arc they aware of the influence of those machines.

The machines of the Vietorian factory Look control away from the worker. No longer was

there any place for originality and inspiration in the creation of products. In a much more subtle



way, the high-tech machines of today’s factory have taken control away from the consumer: control
of function and control of design.

The proud owner of a new camera may feel in control as he takes a picture of his family on
holiday. The driver behind the wheel of a new car may feel she is in control as she steers around
a bend. Both of them are under an illusion. Modern cameras and modern cats are, for the most
part, sealed black boxes that use complex electronic circuits and high-tech gadgets to carry out the
commands of the user.

In most cases the results of this interaction of man and machine are satisfactory: the camera
takes a sharp picture of a holiday scene and the car makes a smooth turn on a difficult bend.
What we must not forget, however, is that the user has almost no control over the split-second
decisions the camera makes about exposure or focus, or the car makes about braking or steering,
and no knowledge at all of the how the camera or car makes those decisions and carries them out.

While this may seem obvious, the consequences of this ignorance are not. Not knowing how a
machine carries out our commands can create a deep-seated unease. In those rare cases when the
machine does not carry out our commands satisfactorily. that unease can turn into irritation and
frustration.

Design is another aspect of productlion in which the machine has taken control away [rom the
consumer, another area in which lack of control results in irritation and frustration. I{ the buyer
of, say, a can-opener finds it hard to use, there is no easy way to communicate that dissatisfaction
to the manufacturer, and therefore no easy way to influence the future design of that product.
Most consumers feel a sense of powerlessness and tell themsclves that complaining will do no good.
In this they are correct: nothing short of a sharp fall in sales will make a manufacturer change the
design of a product. Where the needs of the consumer and the needs of the manufacturer (which
means the needs of the machine) are in competition, it is almost always the latter that wins.
Nowhere is this more clearly seen than in packaging. Packaging, of course, can make a product
more attractive, but its most important role is to protect the product from damage. Not so much
damage from human hands as damage {from the machines that handle it at every stage of shipment
and distribution. The small plastic sheet that seals a tub of yogurt does exactly what it was
designed to do — prevent dirt getting in and yogurt getting out — but it can be a nightmare for even
the average consumer to remove, and an impossibility for the consumer with physical disabilities.
The next time you try to remove the cellophane wrapping from a CD or struggle to open the plastic

casce inside, stop and ask voursclf for whom it was designed: man or machine?
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