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Stop Them Before They Invent Again! 
Creators of new technologically advanced gadgets may be innovating us into helplessness. 

WEB-EXCLUSIVE COMMENTARY 

By Gersh Kuntzman 

Newsweek 

Updated: 11:55 a.m. ET May 25, 2005 

May 25 - Are you such a multi-tasker that the single-minded job of driving to work has gotten boring? Don’t worry, there are now DVD players for the front seat of the car!

Are you so disorganized in the kitchen that you can never find the right recipe? Don’t worry, there’s now a microwave oven that can download recipes from the Internet.
Are you so alienated from nature that you can’t tell when a piece of fruit is ripe? Don’t worry, there’s a new line of packaging that changes color when the fruit has reached palatability.

Are you too tired to measure out coffee and then too impatient to wait eight minutes while your automatic drip machine brews a fresh pot? Don’t worry, there’s a new coffee container that allows you to heat a cup of premade joe at the touch of a button. 

We’re supposed to be so impressed by the ingenuity of these gadgets that we’ll ignore our utter lack of need for such technology. But shouldn’t new inventions help mankind achieve great things, not enable our worst neuroses?

Perhaps none of the new overly helpful technologies are as grotesque as the self-heating coffee cup which was created by a company called OnTech. Shaped like a pint glass in a British pub, the OnTech container has an ingenious can-within-a-can design that keeps the heatable beverage separate from “the actuating puck,” as the company calls the heating element. It’s as simple as the assembly instructions on a children’s Christmas present: Flip the can on its head, pop the security panel and press the big button in the center to allow the specially treated water to flow into some calcium oxide. Shake for 10 seconds, let it sit for five more seconds. (15 seconds?! Who’s got the time for that?) Flip the can over, and in just six to eight minutes, the beverage is hot and ready to drink. That may sound like a space-age convenience … until you realize that your old pal, Mr. Coffee, can brew an entire pot of fresh coffee in half the time!

The first product on the market with the OnTech system is a line of latte drinks created by Wolfgang Puck, who used to be an important chef, but nowadays makes his reputation in your grocer’s freezer section. With the OnTech system, Puck will certainly go where no chef has gone before. Given that most Americans have fairly easy access to a freshly brewed, foamy, delicious latte for roughly the same price as Puck’s canned mixture of coffee, milk, artificial sweetener, pectin and acesulfame potassium, the most logical place for Puck’s latte is aboard the space shuttle. Yet OnTech’s CEO Jonathan Weisz is convinced that Puck’s self-heating brew will be eagerly embraced by people who are so busy and stressed out that they can’t even take a minute to pull into one of the 16 Starbucks they’ll pass on their way to work and buy a fresh latte.

“There’s a huge need for this product,” he said. “Everyone has such an on-the-go lifestyle. We’re just filling that need.” His company says it spent $24 million to develop the technology—mostly so that the beverage didn’t heat up too quickly, which would create steam. 

Weisz said the company’s system will soon be heating soups, hot chocolate and teas—and eventually oatmeal and chili. “We have orders for 400 million cans,” he said. But OnTech’s dominance of the mobile heating market may be short-lived: a recent report in a grocery trade magazine said that Campbell’s, the soup giant, is working with Ford to put small microwave ovens in cars! The only downside to this invention is simply that America may not have enough personal-injury lawyers to handle the future demand.

And why stop with ovens in cars when you can turn them into home theaters on wheels? Makers of car DVD players now say that a high percentage of sales come from people who want to watch movies in the front seat. The manager of Custom Car Alarms in San Francisco recently told Wired that nearly half of his video-screen installations were for the driver, not his fidgety rear-seat passengers. So what if 39 states have laws forbidding drivers from having their own screens? The makers of onboard navigation systems have gotten waivers by requiring drivers to press a button to swear that he will not actually watch the screen while the car is in motion—which is what Mary Poppins used to call a "pie-crust promise," easily made and easily broken.

You don’t have to be a Luddite to believe that the self-heating can or in-car theater are examples of America’s obsession with throwing technology at something that’s not even a problem.

“This is America today,” said David Gregg, senior editor at Best Magazine and a technology-hunter for “The Early Show” on CBS. “The American spirit has always been about building it bigger and better. But now it’s about instant gratification. Everything has to be faster and faster, so we look to technology. But we’re not making new products. We’re just reinventing things to give us that instant gratification. The self-heating can is an example of that.”

My personal favorite from recent years is Glade’s plug-in air freshener. It may sound ingenious—plug in the module and it will release clean scents round-the-clock—but it is nothing more than a product that creates a pleasant smell in your house by burning electricity that was created by exhaust-belching power plants somewhere else, preferably downwind from you. Perhaps I doth protest too much, but Glade has been unable to tell me how much electrical power their units consume. 

The Internet, of course, is typically the place where unneeded desire intersects with overpowering technology. In recent years, the Internet has allowed ranchers to hook up a swivel-mounted gun to a computer and allow people to “hunt” without leaving their easy chair. And, of course, there’s the Internet-ready microwave and the TV-refrigerator, both created by LG Electronics. That’s the same company that put a two-slice toaster in another of its microwave models which, unlike the company’s other “innovations,” may indeed be the best thing since sliced bread. 

For even more inept cooks, there’s now ripeSense, which bills itself as “the world’s first intelligent sensor label that changes color to indicate the ripeness of fruit.” The company says its labeling system works by reacting to the aromas given off by ripening fruit—much as a human nose would, if the damn thing could be trusted! “The sensor is initially red and graduates to orange and finally yellow. By matching the color of the sensor with your eating preferences, you can now accurately choose fruit as ripe as you like it.” 

But who has the time to wait for a piece of fruit to ripen? Isn’t there some machine that can ripen it faster? Or, better yet, some vitamin we could take instead?
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