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An Internet Tea Party

Julio Licinio

vating novel The Diagnosis is cap-

tured by the controversial French
theorist of postmodernism Jean Bau-
drillard’s observation:

The theme of Alan Lightman’s capti-

From medium to medium, the real is
volatilized, becoming an allegory of death.
But it is also, in a sense, reinforced through
its own destruction. It becomes reality for
its own sake, the fetishism of the lost ob-
ject: no longer the object of representation,
but the ecstasy of denial and of its own rit-
ual extermination: the hyperreal. (/)

Bill Chalmers, the central character in
The Diagnosis, is a mid-level executive in a
company that processes information it nei-
ther collects nor uses. In the novel, he loses
his memory temporarily and is then af-
flicted by a progressive and irreversible
loss of neurological
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function. He becomes
physically unable to
feel, to move, to see,
and, eventually, to ex-
ist. His medical dete-
rioration is paralleled
by material and emo-
tional deprivations.
He loses his job, real-
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izes he had already
lost his wife, and begins to lose his son.
Chalmers starts to examine and question his
behavior and life, but his failing health pre-
cludes the transformation of insight into ef-
fective action.

The book’s style is creative. Lightman
develops a narrative that fully describes the
flow of Chalmers’s life (one frighteningly
analogous to that of our own lives). The nar-
rative follows the trajectory of a typical con-
temporary work day, one full of meetings,
overcommitments, and pressures, and frag-
mented by constant interruptions. E-mails
(with typos and all), faxes, and phone calls
pop up throughout the text and throughout
the characters’ days, delivering a mixture of
professional, personal, and irrelevant mes-
sages that have to be filtered and attended to
in real time, while simultaneously conduct-
ing sophisticated and disparate information
processing tasks.
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Lightman, a physics lecturer and humani-
ties professor at the Massachusetts Institute
of Technology, weaves a fascinating tapestry
of textures and motifs from three themes.
These reflect ideas of Socrates, Kafka, and
Baudrillard, with a touch of the atmosphere
of Carroll’s Alice in Wonderland. Bau-
drillard’s provocative writings offer sharp cri-
tiques of sociology, feminism, Marxism, and
the Internet. His concept of the hyperreal, a
state entered when representation gives way
to simulation, permeates the book. For the
reader, the vividly detailed narrative of
Chalmers’s daily existence seems more real
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rals to specialists, consultations, Internet
searches by patients, and doctors who share
scientific articles by attaching PDF files to
e-mails. This realistic picture contrasts
sharply with the portrayals of the barely
avoided brain biopsy and the physicians’
clueless responses to a nearly complete loss
of neurological function (although these may
constitute symbolic, metaphorical elements
in the narrative). All readers of Kafka know
immediately that they are entering a surreal
and metaphorical world, but readers of The
Diagnosis who are not research physicians
may be ill equipped to separate reality from
fiction. The interplay of situations that could
be real with those that could not makes inter-
esting literature. However, readers who are
unfamiliar with patient-oriented investiga-
tion may confuse metaphor and reality, an-
other example of symbolism becoming sim-
ulation and hyperreality.

than reality. For Chalmers’s wife,
who has an e-mail affair with a pro-
fessor she met in an Internet chat
room, hyperreality is her simulated
relationship. Its lengthy daily inter-
actions with a person she has never
met are far more erotic, intimate,
and fulfilling than her relationship
with her husband, whom she sees
everyday and with whom she shares
a bed, home, and child.

Kafka’s influence is obvious
when the main character’s life is in-
terrupted by disease. Like Gregor
Samsa in The Metamorphosis,
Chalmers suddenly gets sick,
changes his personality, and scurries
the floor. Chalmers’s severe neuro-
logical deterioration in the context
of normal tests leads to a referral for
psychiatric evaluation and treat-
ment. Chalmers then escapes being used as a
guinea pig in a brain biopsy experiment only
because equipment malfunctions. In today’s
highly regulated research environment, the
idea of a brain biopsy being conducted in a
conscious patient, without informed consent,
in a public hospital, using expensive new
equipment is not only truly Kafkaesque but a
disservice to medical reality. Furthermore—
although we still do not know what afflicts a
large number of those patients who, after
multiple “normal” tests leading to presump-
tive diagnoses of “functional” or psychologi-
cal causes for their chronic medical symp-
toms, are referred to psychiatrists—today it
is nearly impossible that a healthy person
would suddenly become severely ill and,
within weeks, die without a diagnosis de-
spite extensive evaluation in Boston’s best
hospitals. Yet Lightman’s depiction of cur-
rent medical evaluation and assessment
starts in perfectly simulated reality; there are
long waits for doctors, multiple tests, refer-
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Last to emerge in this mad tea party—
cum—wake is the story of Socrates’ death. It
is brought into the narrative by Chalmers’s
teenage son, Alexander, who hacks into a col-
lege Web site and reads course texts on the
last days of Socrates in Athens. The worlds of
Socrates and present-day Boston are striking-
ly juxtaposed. In ancient Athens, information
was conveyed by written messages that had to
be hand delivered across great distances at
considerable effort; in the modern world of
the main story, there is an overload of infor-
mation, which pops up all the time and every-
where. Ancient Greece’s democracy empow-
ered citizens while maintaining slavery; in our
society, there is no slavery but individuals do
not feel truly empowered either. And in antig-
uity, people like Socrates had systems of be-
lief that they would live and die for; today we
live and die for nothing because there are no
longer great causes to be espoused nor great
philosophical theories that give us reasons to
live or to die. But ancient Greece and contem-
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porary Boston are not completely dissimilar.
The Internet creates virtual communities as
electronic agorae, becoming “one of the infor-
mal public places where people can rebuild
the aspects of community” (2). While losing
his father, Alexander creates his own agora, a
Web site on paralysis, that leads to interac-
tions and even to a job offer from a physician
who is highly impressed by the design of the
Web pages. Alexander refuses the offer, but it
brings him much needed support and reassur-
ance during his time of loss and deprivation.
Lightman delivers a hyperreal world, in
which readers are completely immersed in
a fragmented multitude of electronically
delivered demands created by a bureau-
cratic society of controlled consumption.
Kafkaesque scenarios emerge like night-
mares from which one does not wake up. A
glimpse at redemption is offered by the pos-
sibility of true democratic interactions in
private electronic agorae. If we compare The
Diagnosis to a party, the book would be the
admission ticket and the party favors would
include serious reflection about the way we
spend our days and our lives. Socrates, Kaf-
ka, and Baudrillard could not have had a
more successful tea party in cyberspace.
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Betrayed by
Batteries?

Leonard S. Reich

on equal terms with steam and gaso-
line-powered vehicles, the

Despite having entered the 20th century
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plications for whether we might yet, with a lit-
tle tinkering, achieve a mixed-mode transit
system that lessens our reliance on petroleum.

The burden that the author takes up is a
heavy one. “What if?” and “If only...”
arguments are difficult for historians be-
cause contingencies are rarely limited to
small numbers of circumstances or events.
In the case of vehicles, a complex web of
interests, capabilities, technologies, demo-
graphics, and finances strongly influenced
choices of hardware and fuels. Kirsch is al-
so fighting a powerful determinist argu-
ment that declares internal-combustion ve-
hicles were ascendant because they better
met society’s needs than the electric and
steam alternatives.

Throughout the book, Kirsch carefully ex-
amines the advantages of the evolving gaso-
line vehicles and analyzes the extent to which
they were inherent or the result of deficien-
cies on the part of electric-vehicle support
networks. He valiantly claims that a little
more interest on the part of electric-power
providers, or earlier compatibility among
electric-plug connectors, or realistic assump-
tions by potential owners of uses to which
they would put their vehicles, or better sys-
tems for maintaining batteries and bearings,
or some combination of these and other fac-
tors would have given electric vehicles the
boost they needed to compete on something
approaching equal terms. I am not convinced.

Electric vehicles were (and still are) hin-
dered by battery technology, which has been
surprisingly difficult to improve. The lead-
acid batteries that they used limited range
(from less than 50 to somewhat more than 80
miles, depending on load and road condi-
tions). They took hours to recharge fully,
which necessitated a complex system of bat-
tery exchanges to avoid lengthy stop-overs.
Batteries deteriorated rapidly if not charged
slowly and fully; and they weighed so much
that they significantly detracted

electric vehicle has failed to find

The Electric Vehicle

from the load-carrying capacity
an accepted place among the per- and the Burden of the vehicles they powered. To
sonal and commercial transporta- of History cite just one among many exam-

tion systems of the United States.
This “burden of history” is the
main concern of the new book by
David Kirsch, an historian of
technology and business at
UCLA. He wants to know
whether the rapid and virtually
complete dominance of internal-
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ples from the book: At a time
when their great weight con-
demned electric taxi cabs to ride
on solid tires, the considerably
lighter gasoline cabs used pneu-
matics, which gave them a much
smoother ride, better control,
and fewer accidents despite con-

combustion vehicles was in-

evitable or whether, under slightly different
circumstances, electric vehicles might have
found a significant and enduring niche. The
question is important because it has clear im-
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siderably higher speeds. That
may be a deterministic argument for gasoline
vehicles, but it is a convincing one.

In terms of business history and the history
of a neglected technology, the book certainly
breaks new ground. The extensive chapter on
the Electric Vehicle Company and its so-called
Lead Cab Trust finally explains why this well-
financed organization with monopolistic ten-

23 FEBRUARY 20011

dencies and an excellent business plan failed
on a massive scale in 1907, taking with it pub-
lic perceptions that electric cabs and cars were
bound to dominate urban transportation. The
material on the electric utility industry’s am-
bivalence about the electric-vehicle market is
likewise enlightening, suggesting as it does the
ways in which the purveyors of centralized
electric-power generation were feeling their
way to a workable business model. And the
chapter on the electric truck examines the use
of slow, battery-powered delivery vehicles to
replace horse wagons for limited-range ser-
vices. This last remaining market for electric

Horseless hansom cab. In early 1899, the
Electric Vehicle Company offered residents of
New York City both fleet cab service and long-
term leases.

vehicles lingered into the 1920s. But when
the automobile encouraged suburbaniza-
tion, geographical changes so strongly ad-
vantaged the internal-combustion truck
that the market for electrics collapsed.

The problem for electric vehicles then
and now is that they have had to make a
compelling case for superiority in some set
of attributes that attracts a significant num-
ber of buyers and users. Absent that, they
have been overwhelmed by the economics
of mass production, distribution, and ser-
vice that have marked their internal-com-
bustion competitors at least since Henry
Ford introduced assembly-line manufacture
of the Model T (before World War I).

Whether electric vehicles will finally
find an important place in our transporta-
tion system when petroleum supply prob-
lems drive us toward gas-electric hybrids
or full electrics is a question that remains
open. Kirsch has addressed this question
with keen historical perspective and pro-
vided a much-needed analysis of the cir-
cumstances under which electric vehicles
have failed. In doing so, he has also sug-
gested those in which they might succeed.

1495



