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Perhaps they are, and perhaps they aren’t. In any case, Plato was on
firm ground in asserting that we naturally seek the comfort of illusions.
He would not, therefore, be at all surprised by what we have done with
the Internet. For there we have created a cave of absolutely immense
proportions. In it we see only the reflections of real people and things,
the shadows they leave for us to observe on the screens before us. Unlike
his prisoners, we are aware that they are there behind the electronic
wall. Yet we don’t know who or what they “really” are, and we don’t
much care. It’s usually better if we dop’t know, for that makes the
illusion more powerful. All that is important to us is that they provide
gratification, that they present a virtual reality that is satisfying to us.
- Some part of it may not be agreeable, but the cave is so large and its
variety so great that we can be certain we will find sommething diverting,
amusing, or even useful in it. Just what that something is will happily
temain our own business, because, although there are millions of us
in the cave, we are functionally alore. The prisoners in Plato’s cave
_cannot see each other. Neither can we see each other o the Internet,
that is, if we don’t want to be seen. We are {ree, therefore, to look
~ where we will without regard for the judgments of others. An added
benefit is that we, unlike Plato’s shackled captives, can cast our own
hadows. This is both enjoyable for us and pleasing to others. Whether
our projections are truthful, reasonable, or dignified is largely beside
he point. For the point of our virtual world is to entertain and be
utertained, and that goal is sometimes best achieved by lies, foolishness,
and impropriety. Most important, we believe that none of it matters
recisely because we are in the cave and not in real life. We reject
bsolutely one of Plato’s central premises, namely, that playing at acting
adly and watching other people play at acting badly will somehow
arm us, :

Perhaps we are right, and perhaps we are not. Time will tell. It
«certain, however, that we are currently in the middle of a significant
ange in the way we communicare with one another, a change brought
y the Internet. As we will presently see, the change was sudden and
‘having a significant though all in all, predicrable ~ impact on the
a4y we organize ourselves and think about what is right and what is
ong. Plato believed we should seek the Truth. The Internet suggests
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Humanity in the Age of the Internet

-~ Next then, I said. .. Picture lieople as dwelling in a cavernous underground
chamber, with the entrance opening upward to the light, and a long passage-
way running down the whole length of the cave. They have been there since
childhood, legs and necks fettered so they cannot move: they see only what is -
in front of them, unable to turn their heads becanse of the bonds.

— A strange image, he said, and strange prisoners,

- Like ourselves, I replied.”
~ Plato, The Republic, 5144

In Plato’s cave, nobody sees what’s really happening. They think ti.le
do, but they don’t. Plato says we are like the cave dwellers. We thin .
we see the Truth, but we don’t. The difference is that we can see th
Truth if we know how. Plato knew how and wanted to show us. Bu
Plato also kgeﬁr that we — or at least most of us ~ are either incapabl
of or uninterested in coming to grips with the Truth. Philosophers hav
the way and the will, but the rest of humanity doesn’t. We are qui'f
happy living in our pleasant illusions, far removed from the Truth. Thi
is why we build the imaginary worlds — dramas — that Plato found s
disturbing. For what are storytelling, literature, and theater but attempﬁ
to escape from reality into some fantasy? The storytellers, writers, au‘_.
thespians all say we can learn something about ourselves frcu‘n thei'_r
productions. But what do we learn, really, if all that is depicted i
fiction? Fiction cannot be the Truth, for it is the opposite of the Truth
And even those productions that claim to be something other thg_
fiction — histories and the like - aren’t they simply poor reflections of :
reality that is gone and cannot be revisited, and therefore really fictioxf
themsefves? :
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WHY WE SURF

In order to show that the “pull” theory of media evolution explains the
rise of the Internet, we need to demonstrate two theses. First, we n'fust
show that the technology behind the Internet was available some time
before the Internet itself. If it were, then it makes sense to conclude that
people could have developed the Internet but didn’t because demand
was insufficient. Second, we need to show that some new mon}ent
in world history made existing media — talking, manuscript-writing,
printing, and audiovisual media — insufficient for the purposes of some
organized group or groups, and that this or these groups elaborated
a preexisting technical capacity — in this case, the ability to networl;
computers — into a new medium. ,

What evidence, primary and secondary, can be brought to bear on
these two propositions? On the one hand, we have all the data we need
at our fingertips because the Internet and the social practices and values

we claim it engenders are all around us. Any careful observer of the
Web and modern life should be able to judge whether and to what.

extent the theory we have presented is valid. On the other hand, our

task is made difficult by the very fact that we are immersed in a new and
evolving phénomenon. No one offered a compelling explanation of the -
impact of talking, manuscript-writing, print, or audiovisual media in the

early days of those modes of communication. Although the literatlllre
pertaining to the effects of the Internet is already large and growing
quickly, what’s on offer — much of which is somewhat hyperbohc{"’ -1
disappointingly vague.? It may just be too early in the game to gain the
perspective needed to offer an accurate assessment of what the Internet
is doing and will do. Maybe, but probably not. As we’ll presen’cl-y see
in the instance of the Internet, the past is a remarkably good guide to
the future.” -

The Internet before the Internet

The stofy of the Web properly begins in sixteenth-century Europe dur

ing the Scientific Revolution, for it was then and there that the project

that would end in the Internet was conceived in its modern form. Tha
project was the systematic collection, classification, and disseminatio
of knowledge for the purpose of scientific progress.# The initial spur

HOMO SOMNIANS

that urged European thinkers to pay close attention to data gather-
ing, classification, and dissemination were two. The first spur was the
revival of ancient Greek scientific interests and practices. Aristotle and

his peers stimulated Buropeans to think anew about the world of the

senses, the more so now that their many works were widely available
thanks to print. No better example of the new attention to data collec- _
tion, classification, and dissemination can be given than that of Tycho
Brahe, whose exact observations of celestial bodies helped his assistant,
Johannes Kepler, formulate his eponymous laws of planetary motion
and revolutionize our understanding of cosmology.5 The second spur
was imperialism. The people of the Renaissance had the good fortune
of “discovering” (to put it very mildly) new worlds, and when they did,
they imported new things from them by the ton. These novelties were
often categorized and displayed in early museums of natural history —

-~ cabinets of curiosities (Kunstkammern or Wunderkammern). Scientifi-

cally minded elites created the first such institutions in the mid-sixteenth

- century.® By all reports they were big hits. The impulse to collect and

catalogue was a characteristic of the age, as we can see in the path-
breaking methodological writings of Francis Bacon, proto-information

- scientist par excellence. Bacon is most famous for the saying “knowl-
~edge is power.”” He seems to have believed it. In a number of still-read
' ‘books, Bacon outlined a program to banish ignorance and superstition
by collecting, measuring, analyzing, and comparing everything. Like so

many ambitious programs, it proved largely unworkable.
- Happily, some of Bacon’s fellows and followers were rather more

 practical than he. The founders of the early scientific societies not only

heorized about collecting and exchanging data, they created organi-
zations to do it. The result of their handiwork can be seen in the

Ttalian Accademia dei Lincei (founded 1603), the English Royal Soci-

ety (founded 1660), the French Académie des sciences {founded 1666,
he Prussian Akademie der Wissenschaften (founded 1724), and the

Russian Akademiia nauk (founded 1724).% Before these societies, nat-

ral philosophers had only very limited means to discuss their work

with like-minded colleagues. The early scientific societies and state-

ponsored institutions ~ especially research universities — improved this
ituation dramatically. Together they created the basic structure for
andling scholarly information that persisted until the birth of the Inter-
et. This system comprised three institutions. The first was the library,
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which allowed scientific information to accumulate in one place fgr
easy access. The second was the index, which permitted information in
the library to be retrieved. And the third was the arficle (in a b_ook or
journal), which allowed scientists to share information a‘t a distance.
The entire system worked in a loop: scientists produced journals that
fed the libraries that were indexed by bibliographers who then supplied

thenrt6 scientists who produced more journals, and so on. '5
The new systemof scholarly communications constituted a real step

forward, but it was by no means perfect. Far from it. Libraries concen-
trated information, which was good. But they also isolated it, which was

bad. You had to go to the library, it could not come to you. So if you

weren’t near the library you needed or if you were near and couldn’t get
in, you were out of luck. Indexes helped you find information, Wh.ich
was good. But they also hid it from you, which was bad. Alphabetical
or subject indexes generally do not penetrate — or do not penetrate very

. far — the items they index. In an ordinary card catalogue, you get the
author, title, a few subject headings, and the book’s location n the -

stacks. Almnost everything between the covers is obscured. This is to say
that you really had to know exactly what you were looking for before

vou started to look, and this is incomrenﬁent if you don’t kncm'r qu_ite .
what you want. Articles provided a convenient means to share scientific .;
information on a specific topic, which was good. But they shared the _:
deficiencies of the library and the index, which was bad. That is, if you .
didn’t have access to the article for whatever reason — a subscription -
cost too much, the library lost it, your dog ate it — it might as well not
exist. And even if you did have access to it, there was no really efficient *

method to find out exactly what was in it other than to read it care-

fully — not a very efficient way to track down specific facts. In short, the -

entire thing didn’t work well for people who: {a) didn’t have access to
a big library; (b) didn’t know exactly what they were looking for; and

(c) didr’t have the time or patience to read everything that might have
what they wanted. That pretty much describes everyone who wasn’ta -

student or professor at a university. .

The problem was recognized. As early as the eighteenth century,:

enlightened souls were trying to figure out ways to lmprove scholar}

communications and bring trustworthy knowledge to the people v&‘fho‘f_?
needed it. The French encyclopedistes felt that the existing mechanism

of separating truth from superstition, disseminating the former an

4
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discarding the latter, was wanting. To rectify this sorry situation, Denis
Diderot, Jean le Rond d’Alembert, and their philosophbe allies revived an
old (Greek, as it happens) idea ~ the encyclopedia.? They set themselves
the task of compiling all that was true and useful in one place for all
time. The result was the epoch-making thirty-five-volume Encyclopédie,
ou dictionnaire raisonné des sciences, des arts et des métiers (1751-).
Yet the Encyclopédie and its imitators (especially the Encyclopedia
Britannica [1768~] and the Brockhaus Enzyklopidie [1796-]) were
- limited by the medium in which they were produced, namely print.
Books are fine for many purposes, but if your object is to provide a
universal store of knowledge in which anything can be found instantly
and anything can be amended as needed, they are not ideal. Anyone
- who has every used a print encyclopedia knows that they are big but
not complete; well-indexed, though not well enough; and often updated,
“though never really current.
- Print not only limited the degree to which scholarly communica-
tions could be perfected, it also limited the imaginations of the men
and women who were trying to perfect it. Diderot,. d’Alembert, and
- the Enlightenment gang just couldn’t conceive of a way to store, find,
~and transmit information outside the ink-and-paper paradigm. A bit
- latter, however, some began to see past the printed book. One such
visionary was the French bibliographer and information scientist Paul
-~ Otlet.™ Otlet didn’t much like books. He felt — correctly — that they
“concealed as much as they revealed. They were full of data that was
- basically hidden from researchers and, more importantly to the pro-
 gressive, Internationalist Otlet, hidden from humankind in general. To
- Otlet, the existing means of storing, categorizing, and conveying infor-
“mation hindered human progress. But Otlet had a solution — the humble
-3 x 5 index card. Otlet and his colleagues wanted to use the index card
o crack the book, that is, to extract from the standard scientific print
medium every bit of discrete information it held. According to Otlet’s
lan, these unique bits would be recorded on 3 x 5 cards and classified
according to an exhaustive universal index so that information could be
_found and easily retrieved. He called his index the “Unjversal Decimal
- Classification.” It was a kind of Dewey Decimal System on steroids.
Otlet even dreamed of creating a Rube Goldberg-esque workstation
in which scholars would use levers to find and extract cards from his
massive universal card catalogue. It was all quite mad, The engineering
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problems presented by print made Otlet’s vision utterly impractical. For
all that he was ahead of his time, Otlet was still thinking in terms of
print. _

New technologies such as microfilm inspired his followers to think
past print, sort of. One of the most obvious problems with print as
a mode of communications is its bulk and weight. A piece of paper

is small, but thousands of pieces of paper are big. A piece of paper -

is light, but thousands of pieces of paper are heavy. Big, heavy things
are expensive to transport. This makes them unattractive as media (cf.
stone tablets). One way to surmount this problem, however, is to shrink
the big heavy thing into a small light thing. Publishers have known
" this trick for centuries, and they have endeavored to test the limits of
human vision by publishing ever smaller books with ever smaller type.
Interestingly, if you are really devoted (not to say crazy), you can pack
a lot of text into a very small place by hand. According to legend,
followers of Mao inscribed the entire contents of his Little Red Book
on a six-sided die. Such feats are i

pressive, but not very practical.

The real breakthrough in tiny text game with the invention of practical -

photography by Louis Daguerre in 1839.%* It took less than a year for

one of Daguerre’s admirers, the lens grinder John Benjamin Dancer

of Manchester, to begin miniaturizing photographs for viewing under

microscopes. In its early days, microphotography was nothing but a :
novelty. Rene Dagron of Paris was given the first microphotography |

patent in 1859. His chief product was a tiny image embedded in a tiny

viewer embedded in a tiny trinket. Yet a few forward-thinking people -

at the time recognized that microphotography might be made to serve

more practical purposes. In 1859, the same year Dagron patented his -

bauble, the Photographic News wrote that microphotography might
allow “the whole archives of a nation [to be] packed away in a small
snuff box.”** Given the state of miniaturization at the time, it would

have had t6 have been a very big snuff box. But no one needed to build:
such a box, because no one was really thinking of putting government

archives on tiny bits of photographic paper — governments had more
important things to think about.

Businesses didn’t. In the early twentieth century, banks — theretofore
used largely by rich folks and merchants - became truly retail businesses.-
Everyone began to use them, and thus they found themselves having to :
track millions of transactions, not only deposits and withdrawals (done
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at the bank, so easily recorded), but also checking activiry (done off site
‘with third parties, so more difficult to record). In the mid-1920s, New
York banker George McCarthy saw in microphotography a potential
solution to the bank’s paperwork problem.™ With this in mind, the
plucky money man invented the © Checkograph,” a device that pro-
duced microfilm copies of checks flowing through financial institutions.
For obvious reasons, Eastman Kodak loved the Checkograph, bought it
from McCarthy in 1928, and began to sell microfilming services under
its Recordak brand. By the 940s, governments, university libraries, and
corporations began to, microfilm their holdings. They did so with some
urgency. Even as Recordak filmed, entire cities were being wiped off
the map in World War I, taking entire government archives, academic
libraries, and corporate vaults with them. The ordinarily upbeat Presi-
dent Franklin Roosevelt stressed that the United States needed to micro-
film everything “so that if any part of the country’s original archives
are destroyed a record of them will exist in some other place.”™ He
uttered these words a bit over a month after the Pear] Harbor attack in
which, as a matter of fact, “original archives” had been destroyed by
Japanese bombers. It seems he expected more of this to come. If he did,
‘he was right. - l

" The notion that microfilm might be used to preserve and disseminate
-some knowledge ~ banking records, government archives, and such
rather naturally led the futurist H. G. Wells to the idea that it might
belused to preserve and disseminate all knowledge. Wells proposed the
creation of a “Permanent World Encyclopedia” that would capture and
convey all of the world’s wisdom by means of very tiny text.*S “At the
core of such an institution,” he writes, “would be a world synthesis
of bibliography and documentation with the indexed archives of the
world. A great number of workers would be engaged perpetually in
perfecting this index of human knowledge and keeping it up to date.
Concurrently, the resources of micro-photography, as yet only in their
infancy, will be creating a concentrated visual record.” Such a record

is, he says, already being created by “American microfilm experts” who

dre making “facsimiles of the rarest books, manuscripts, pictures and
specimens, which can then be made easily accessible upon the library
screen.” By means of this remarkable technology, he gushes, “there is
no practical obstacle whatever now to the creation of an efficient index
to all human knowledge, ideas and achievements, to the creation, that
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is, of a complete planetary memory for all mankind.” One suspects
that Wells did not have much hands-on experience of the “practical
obstacles” presented by microfilm. Indeed, as anyone who has ever
used it can attest, such enthusiasm for microfilm can only have been
born of never having used it. Wells, it seems, never touched the stuff.
The next wave of information scientists had probably used micro-
film, so they koew to look elsewhere for inspiration. The elsewhere in
question. was in the rapidly developing field of information-handling
machines. The notion that one could use mechanical means - wedges,
gears, levers, etc. - to store information and even solve mathematical
problems was hardly new. The people who built Stonehenge over 4,000

years ago knew it; the Greeks who built devices to predict the position
of celestial bodies in the second century BC knew it; the inventors of

the slide rule in the seventeenth'century knew it. So did one Vannevar
Bush, engineer, science tsar, and technological visionary.*® In the first
of these capacities, Bush built the “Differential Analyzer” in 1927, a

device that could solve complicated differential equations very quickly
and accurately. In the second capacity, Bush ran the Office for Scientific

Research and Development, the bureau that oversaw the Manhattan
Project and all military research in the United States during World War

M. In the final capacity, Bush wrote “As We May Think,” an essay '.

published in the Atlantic Monthly in 1945.%7

Today Bush is remembered primarily for “As We May Think.” It’s
little wonder, for it is a remarkably prescient essay. In it, he plainly says
that gummed-up scientific communications are a huge problem. “Pro-
fessionally,” he writes, “our methods of transmitting and reviewing the

results of research are generations old'and by now are totally inadequate
for their purpose.” Researchers produce more useful information than
ever, but more than ever is simply lost due to an antiquated system of -

storage, search, and retrieval. “The summation of human experience,”
Bush complains, “is being expanded at a prodigious rate, and the means
we use for threading through the consequent maze to the momentarily
imi;ortant item is the same as was used in the days of square-rigged
ships.” In a word, the print paradigm — libraries, indexes, and articles —
just wasn’t doing the job anymore, if it ever did.

Bush proposed that the basic problem was the linear way that infor-
mation was stored, indexed, and retrieved in print. Finding a “record”
in a library catalogue was like walking a narrow, confined path: you
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could go forward or backward, but you couldn’t leave the trail. “The
- human mind,” Bush pointed out, “does not work that way. It operates

- by association. With one item in its grasp, it snaps instantly to the next

that is suggested by the association of thoughts, in accordance with
some intricate web of trails carried by the cells of the brain.” Bush
dreamed of a workstation that could store and retrieve huge volumes of

- information, but which mimicked the way the brain related bits of data

by subtle “associations.” In the former aspect, Bush’s “Memex” looks a
lot like Otlet’s data contraption, replete with levers, gears, buttons, and
plenty of microfitm. It is the latter aspect ~ sorting by fuzzy, expandable,
and user-directed association — that makes Bush’s Memex noteworthy.
Like Otlet, Bush dreamed of cracking the book, that is, finding a way to
extract and isolate every bit of useful information in it. But his “associ-
ations” wentbeyond Otlet, for they allowed researchers to freely create

- mew sources that could then be cracked by other researchers. “It js

exactly,” Bush wrote, “as though the physical items had been gathered

'~ together from widely separated sources and bound together to form a

new book.” .
Bush was ahead of his time, not only in terms of his ideas but also in

terms of the technology available to realize them. Yet help was on the
 way. It came fromrthe U.S. Defense Department.*® After World War I —
- which, as you will recall, had gone pretty badly for all sides involved,
- though worse for some than others ~ the American military became

concerned about preventing “another Pearl Harbor.” The U.S. generals

~had good reason to be worried, as the potential consequences of a sneak
attack had grown much more terrible in the terrible nuclear age. So,
they wisely set up a system of radar installations designed to detect air-

borne incursions from sea to shining sea. The radar bases worked fine,

- as radar itself had been thoroughly battle-tested during the aforemen-
tioned world war. In fact, the bases worked a little too well, that is, they

provided too much information too fast for even the smartest generals
to handle in a reasonable amount of time. And said generals did not,
in fact, have a reasonable amount of time to sort through the reams

-of data and decide what to do, for the attacking planes — flying very
fast - would arrive at their targets only minutes after the radars detected
their presence. Something needed to be done to Improve what the mil-

itary calls “command and control” or, they said, we’d all be blown to

‘hell. So the defense establishment decided to build a computer-aided
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information network, the world’s first. Made operational in 1959,
SAGE (Semi-Automatic Ground Environment) brought everything the
decision makers needed to know — including radar images, an innova-
tion ~ to central locations so the deciding could be done. SAGE also
assisted the decision makers — via automation, another innovation — in
scrambling fighters and guiding them to their airborne targets.™ Once
again, science and technology had made America safe.

But then another problem arose, a hypothetical one posed by one
of the many professionally \paranoid people governments employ to
dream up nightmarish hypothetical scenarios. What would happen, this
thinker of the unthinkable asked, if one of the enemy’s bombers got
through the radar-based, electronically linked, computer-assisted early-
warning system and managed to drop a bomb on the system itself?*°
The answer was plain: the system would crash and take America’s
ability to make good decisions about what to do next with it, This
just wouldn’t do. So, in the early 1960s, the government decided to
invest some effort in creating a more robust network, one that wouldn’t
collapse like a house of cards if one of its cards were pulled away (or
blown to bits, as the case may be). Happily, there were some very
smart ydung scientists working on just this problem at various well-
thought-of universities around the globe. They proposed an ingenious
solution: break the system’s messages up into chunks, send the chunks
through multiple paths in the network, and reassemble them at the end.
That way, if any path were destroyed, the several parts of the message
would still get through by traveling along other paths and could be
reassembled as if nothing had happened. Humpty Dumpty could be put
back together again. This disassembly-reassembly system was called
“packet switchirig” over a “distributed network.”>* It seemed to be a
good solution to the problem of network fragility, and the American
government was pleased to fund and implement it.

But scientists working on the new communications systern pointed
out yet another problem, as scientists will. It’s fine to switch packets
and distribute networks, but the computers doing the switching and
distributing have to be able to talk to one another. Computers, you may
recall, were sort of new at the time, and a lot of people were building
them. Computer companies generally built computers that could talk
to the ones they built, but not to the ones that other people built. So
there were a lot of computers that couldn’t talk to one another, many
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of them in the American defense establishment itself, as it was the
~ primary market for expensive computers. This was bad. But it wasn’t
the only difficulty, the scientists warned. Rather more selfishly, they
noted that not only were mute computers bad for the nation’s defense,
- they were also bad for science itself. You see, mathematicians, engineers,
and physicists — all the folks who are so vital to America’s security —
love to talk to one another. They must do so, and often, in order to
accomplish their work efficiently and effectively. If their computers
couldu’t talk to ope another, neither could they, and science would
suffer. So the scientists proposed a solution that would solve both the
generals’ problem and theirs: a set of computers and computer protocols
(a sort of lingua franca for machines) that would link not only the
defense establishment’s computers in a distributed network, but theirs
(or rather, those owned by their research institutes and universities) as
well. The American government, being wealthy, worried, and respectful
- of scientists, decided to fund and implement this program too. So was
the Advanced Research Projects Agency Network (ARPANET) born in
1969.%% ‘ _
~ Alas, neat though it was, ARPANET wasn’t very useful if you weren’t
- a general or a computer scientist. This was true for a variety of reasons,
but the chief one was that you couldn’t get to ARPANET from your
network, wherever your network was. And there were several good
- ones in different places around the country and world. Just as a lot
“of computer companies were producing computers that couldn’t talk
'-to one another, there were serious establishments (especially scientific
‘nstitutes and universities) creating networks that couldn’t talk to one
- another. The military didn’t care much, because it had its own network
-and, prizing secrecy as miljtary folk will, dido’t really want anyone
else on it. But communications-hungry scientists did care, because they
wanted to trade information in the service of scientific progress. What
"was needed, they said, was a network of networks, a massive grid
- that would enable every scientist to talk to every other scientist no
-matter what network he or she was on. As many parties and interests
~were involved, it took well over a decade, a lot of negotiation, and
-a boatload of money to create this “inter-network.” But by the mid-
1980, the network of networks — the “Internet” ~ was alive and well,

~linking most big institutes and universities in the nation, and some
. everseas, s




A HISTORY OF COMMUNICATIONS

Althpugh the Internet was much bigger and more accessible than
T, it was still pretty hard to use. You could exchange mes-
sages, files, and even run some programs remotely, but beyond that
you couldn’t really do much uoless you were an expert. This botherfed
an English fellow named Tim Berners Lee. He worked at a big Swiss
physics laboratory, and it was his job to make it simple for scientists
to collaborate. Since it plainly wasn’t simiple, he set about designing
a way to make the Internet useful as a collaborative tool. He figured
that what people really wanted out of a network was access to things
on computers, not computers themselves. After all, when you use the
phone, you want to talk to someone, not simply connect to another.
phone. It’s the same with the Internet. You want to use it to get infor-
mation in documents, not to connect to computers. So in the early
19908, he and a French colleague designed a system that used the Inter-
net to store, receive, and send documents, and he called his invention
the “World Wide Web.”24 On the World Wide Web, you seem to move
from document to document, reading what you want and moving on.
The computers are just where they should be, in the background. Tech-
nical people almost immediately recognized that the Web was extremely
useful, and they made it a kind of a standard.

At this point, the Internet and the Web that ran on top of it were

still obscure. People in the computer industry knew about it, because

they make their living building gadgetry. Scientists knew about it,’
because they enjoy collaborating with colleagues in distant places. And,_:
finally, geeks — especially young geeks — knew about it, because young:

geeky people make it their business to know about the latest technical

advances. While the computer-buildérs were busy building networked:

cornputers for the collaborating scientists, a team of young geeks in Illi-

nois had a monumental insight.*5 First, they noted that a lot of people
were buying desktop PCs running the Windows or Macintosh operat:
ing systems, not UNIX, which was standard in “serious”™ computing,
Second, they noted that these PCs could be hooked up to the Internet
by phone lines. Third, they noted that our frustrated English fellow
in Switzerland had already created a kind of software that made it
easy to send, receive, and store multimedia documents on the Internet;.
although his program was kind of clunky and not very pretty. So these
college students put one, two, and three together and set about creating:

a really intuitive, clean, multimedia “Web browser” for users of PC

B
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- The browser was something like 2 combination of a glossy magazine —

full of pictures and text — and a TV beamed right into your home. It
‘made the Internet easy to understand. In 1993, these college students
cum entrepreneurs began to give their graphical Web browser away

_under the name “Mosaic.” Suddenly it was not only easy to get on the

Internet, but once you were there, it was easy to get around. By the

' mid-r990s, “surfing the net” was an activity like reading the newspa-
- per, listening to radio, or watching TV, although there wasn’t much in

the way of newspapers, radio, or TV on it.

“Pulling” the Internet into Existence

"And so the Internet was born. Its deepest roots, as we’ve pointed out,
were sclentific. In this sense, the Internet is the fulfillment of the 400-

~year-old dream that information might be collected, stored, and sifred

‘easily, efficiently, and endlessly. Yet science itself did not “pull” the

Internet into existence in the last quarter of the twentieth century. No,
-there were larger systemic forces at work, all of which are hinted at in
“the story we have just told. Generalizing, they were three: information

‘capitalism, the'surveillance state, and cultural privatism.
* First, there was information capitalism.>® Industrial capitalism, a

“product of the eighteenth century and one of the motive forces behind

the spread of audiovisual media, is about producing goods. It still exists,
as we still need things produced industrially, for there is no more effi-
clent way to make them. But, beginning in the twentieth century, indus-
trial capitalists noted two things. First, they saw that the data-handling
requirements of modern business were becoming a drag on productivity
‘and, more important, on profitability. Second, they understood that the
return on investment in research and development could be significant,
particularly in a legal framework that protected intellectual property
and an economic framework — the public company — that allowed
rapid financing and development. These two insights put a new and
higher premium on information production, manipulation, and storage.
Knowledge might be power, but information was money. Companies
became interested in what were aptly called “business machines,” Cal-
culating engines had been around since the seventeenth century. Both
Pascal and Leibniz built them.>” By the x88o0s, they were being pro-
duced commercially, and by the 1890s, they were becoming common
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in offices throughout the developed world. The companies that made
calculators and other early data-processing machines {punchers, tab-
ulators, sorters) are still with us today: IBM, NCR, Burroughs (now
Unisys).*® They invested resources in researching and developing new
products and supplied a steady stream of them to businesses secking to
make their operations more efficient. Somewhat surprisingly, comput-
ers were a relatively late addition to the game. First built in the 1940s,
they — “mainframes” — long remained much too expensive for most
businesses. With the advent of time-sharing by dial-up connection in
the 1960s, more businesses began to use computers in their operations.
But it was really only after the introduction of the PC in the late 1970s
that computers become a staple of office work.

It was the spread of the PC that was to be businesses’ primary con-
tribution to the rise of the Internet, for, by giving computer manufac-
turers an incentive to produce low-cost, portable, easy-to-use machines,
they put computers within reach of large numbers of consumers. This
provided a kind of mass “base” for the rapid take-off of the Web

in the 1990s. Some thought was given to how networked computers.

might aid collaborative work, in business and out. Examples include
Ted Nelson’s “Project Xanadu” {1960s), Murray Turoff’s “Electronic
Information Exchange System” {1976), Irene Greif and Paul Cashman’s
“Computer Supported Cooperative Work” (1984), and Charles Find-
ley’s “Collaborative Networked Learning” (1986).% But, by and large,
businesses were caught off guard by the rapid expansion of the Internet.
However, once they saw it for what it was ~ both a new place and a new
way to conduct business ~ they very quickly exploited the opportunity
it provided, thereby hastening its expansion. :

The “pull” of information capitalism, however, paled before that of |

the surveillance state.?° The welfare state was all about providing goods
and services at a minimum level to its citizenry. In order to fulfill this
mission, however, it needed to collect and crunch a huge amount of data.
If you are going to send pension payments to everyone over 65 years
of age, you need to know (a) where the money is going to come from;

(b} who is going to process it and how; and (c) where the money is -
going to go. That might not seem like a lot of information until you
consider that it requires you to know a host of other things: who works
where, what they do, how much they earn, where they live, what they -
owrn, what they owe, what sorts of families they five in, to whom they :
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are related, how old they are, and sundry other difficult-to-anticipate
items. Then multiply the task by many tens of millions. As the scope of
the “safety net” expanded to include educational entitlements, health
insurance, unemployment insurance, survivor’s benefits, and all the
other “rights” afforded to citizens, so too did the information-handling
requirements of the state grow. It’s not surprising that the enterprise
that became IBM got its start building machines to tabulate the results
of the U.S. censuses of 1890 and 1900.3* Neither should it be unex-
pected that government bureaucracies remained the best customers of
the makers of business machines throughout the twentieth century,

The pursuit of national welfare, however, was not the only rea-
son modern states needed to ramp up their information-collecting and
data-handling capacities. There were less savory grounds as well. One
we have already touched on was the need to find more efficient ways
to kill people and prevent them from being killed. The 1.S. Defense
Departmerit funded virtually all of the research that led to the pro-
duction of the first American computers, the first American computer
networks, and the immediate forerunner of the Internet, ARPANET.?*
This investment was by far the most powerful factor “pulling” the Web
into being in the second half of the twentieth century. Another fac-
tor was “state security,” or rather insecurity. Governments have been
spying on their subjects for eons, but the scope and intensity of clandes:
tine state surveillance expanded radically during the twentieth century.
This was especially true in the socialist world, where enemies were sus-
pected under every rock, and party dictatorship ensured that every rock
would be picked up without objection from the public. But it was also
the case in democracies and semi-democracies, particularly during the
periodic “Red Scares” that marked the century. Time and again, free
governments set civil liberties aside in order to surreptitiously surveil
the free citizens in whose interest they supposedly governed. Sometimes
they had reason. Sometimes they didn’t. But in either case the task of
surveillance put an additional load on the state’s information-handling
capacity, and thereby helped “pull” the Internet into existence.

Finally, there was cultural hedonism.?3 In the first half of the twen-
tieth century, cultaral liberalism helped bring the modern andiovisual
media into being by putting a fig leaf on impropriety. You conld show

- most anything in public, so long as bodies remained clothed, speech
- clean, and messages “wholesome.” The Hay’s Code and its fellows
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made most everyone a hypocrite, which was fine with most everyone.
Appearances had to be maintained. Until the 1950s. For reasons that
go far beyond the scope of this book, polite hypocrisy began to fall out
of favor in that decade in much of the Western world. Like Holden
Caulfield, a lot of people suddenly found themselves surrounded by
“phonies.”?* Some of these people are cultural icons today: Hugh
Heffner, who founded Playboy in 1953; Aldous Huxley, who issued
The Doors of Perception in 19543 Jack Kerouac, who published On
the Road in 1957.35 In a sense, all three of these men were hinting
at the same thing: appearances don’t need to be maintained because

they aren’t being maintained as it is. We should, therefore, do away

with appearances and openly embrace what is “real.” And that, for the
proto—pomographeMof drug use, and the poet of loaf-

ing about, was raw experience. The rising generation, it turned out,

was very receptive to this notion.?® It became central to the shift in
mores that took place during the 196os, the wake of which we still
live in today. Heffner’s, Huxley’s, and Kerouac’s philosophy (if it can .:
be called such) rested on a utilitarian logic that was as compelling as :
it was simple: all you know and are is what you feel, and therefore :
the “good life” should be spent in the pursuit of feelings, especially the

good ones. Combined with a convenient cynicism toward “the man” —
that is, the real world - this doctrine exploded into full-blown hedonism
under the thin guise of “mental expansion,” “consciousness-raising,”

and “getting back to nature.” Whether any minds were expanded, con- :
sciousnesses raised, or natures gotten back to in the 1960s and 1970s

is not at all clear. It is certain, though, that a lot of sex was had, drugs
were taken, and loafing about done. Not surprisingly, the people who,
moving far past anything Heffner, Huxley, and Kerouac ever imagined,
trampeted the virtues of radical hedonism became heroes to the merry-
makers and were made celebrities by the press. The names of Timothy
Leary, Ken Kesey, and Hunter Thompson still ring today.37 They were,
after a fashion, serious people, or at least famous people, which increas
ingly amounted to the same thing. The intellectuals of hedonism added
a veneer of high-mindedness to the pursuit of raw experience.

The problem, however, was that once right-thinking people had
agreed to condone high-minded hedonism, they were defenseless againg
the low-minded variety. Any such differentiation would make them hyp
ocrites, and recall that it was the fight against hypocrisy that started th

&
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slide into hedonism in the first place. If you approved of Hugh Heffner,
Aldous Huxley, and Jack Kerouac, it was hard to congistently disap-
prove of Larry Flint, Snoop Dogg, and Charles Bukowski. These “free

- spirits” were all just “doing their own thing,” which is what everyone

was supposed to do. The courts more or less agreed. By the mid-r970s,
only two classes of expressions could be constitutionally censored in the
United States: (1) those that were likely to promote “imminent lawless
action” (Brandenburg v. Obio, 1969); and (2) those that a community
“deems obscene and a reasonable ‘observer would find lacking in any
serious “literary, artistic, political or scientific value” (the Miller Test,
1973).3% In practice, this meant that nothing beyond credible death

- threats and kiddy porn was banned. The FCC could censor more, but

really only on the public airwaves. The 1 960s and the birth of cultural
hedonism set the stage for the Internet. By the moment of its birth,

people werg ready for a channel in which they could hear, see, and

-say anything. Print and audiovisual media could not supply this. The
- Internet could and did.

Human Nature and the Internet

- We saw earlier that whereas writing and printing spread slowly, audio-
- visual media took off in a few decades. The reason, we said, was in
- part because we have a natural disinclination to read and write and
-an inborn inclination to watch and listen. Interestingly, the Internet
‘took off even more quickly than the audiovisual media. In the span
~of a few years, it covered the globe and penetrated every nation on
~earth. The preexistence of an audiovisual infrastructure explains much
of this rapid spread and remarkable reach: the Internet “biggybacked™
-on other networks, and so did not have to wait for new networks to be
built, as was the case with audiovisual media. But that doesn’t explain

the entire phenomenon. It seems sensible to say that there is something

about the Internet that appeals to our natures, a drive that makes us

ant it. Is there?
The answer would seem to be “yes.” While it would not be fair to say

‘that the Internet pushes all our evolutionary buttons, it certainly pushes

ore of them than any other single device in history. As we've said,

f_h‘urnans were designed to look for anomalies and solve puzzles. The
Internet is full of anomalies and puzzles. The world is a very big place
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and people are doing all kinds of things. You don’t know about mo;t
of them. But now they are putting them on the Internet f.or you ‘to find.
Just about any search you perform, no matter how sp.et:lﬁc, is likely to
return results that surprise you and present you with things to figure out.

&
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do it because we naturally enjoy putting things on the Internet, and we
naturally enjoy it because this sort of behavior ~ the presentation of

relevance - increased our fitness eons ago. Posting is the continuation
of talking by other means.

I’s all there: the odd, the weird, the strange, the peculiar, the j:urlous,
.the bizarre, the unednny, the mysterious — everything. Wl}at is more,
because you are on the Internet, you can quickly and easily do some
research to clear things up. That’s the idea, at least. So you surf f_rom link
to link to link, uncovering more and more and more 1nforrnat101’1. Yet,
as you do, you uncover new anomalies and puzzles T:hat lead you in new
directions. A book is a machine for focusing attention; the Internet is a
machine for diffulsing it. A book takes you on a trip from here to the‘re;
the Internet takes you on a trip from here to God-know§-where. Getting
lost is half the fun of it. Most of us have had the experience of casually
going to look something up on Wikipedia anc% ending up, an hF)ur or
more later, in a place we never imagined, learning about _somethmg we
never knew existed. In truth, you don’t so much look things up on the
Internet as just look at things. This is something we C].&?.ﬂ}” like to do,
an end in itself. So compelling is our desire for anomalies and puzzlc?s
that some of the most popular sites on the Web are devoted to their
collection. Some of them are low-brow, like Fark.corp, and some are
high-brow, like Metafilter.com, but they all emfst pre.c1sely becatuf,e we

naturally find the unusual, curious, and just plain weird entertaining.
These link-presentation sites exist for another reason, als‘? evolutmn:

ary in origin. Not only do we need to find what we called rfileva.nce,
but we are driven beyond reason to share what we find lW'lth othe.rs.
We usually do this by talking, but the Internet has pitowded us with;
a much largér forum in which to present our trophies. Some com—:
mentators make the mistake of calling what happens on the Intemet.
“exchange” and wax lyrical about how the Internet has unl«aas'lhe(}iI 2
long-repressed human desire to “collaborate.”?® But the truth is t.at.i_
both exchange and collaboration on the Internet are_re:sults of the na‘t1v§§
drive to present relevance to others, not the cause. Ultimately speakmg”
we do not talk because we want to trade information or work togetthez;'
rather, we talk because we naturally enjoy it, and we naturally enjoy .
becaunse talking — the presentation of relevance — increased our fitness
eons ago. Similarly, we do not put things on the Internet because we
desire to swap information or cooperate with each other; rather, wi

This is easy to demonstrate, People often wonder why anyone con-
tributes to Wikipedia. Indeed, it’s something of a puzzle if you look
at it in terms of cost-benefit analysis, as least as cost and benefit are
usually understood. What are the costs? Well, there is the time and
effort you spend editing. But you spend a lot of time on the Inter-
net anyway, so that’s a minor expense. More significantly, there is the
very real possibility that your edits will be erased and, to add insult
to injury, that you will be abused by angry strangers whose hardhead-
edness is matched only by their ignorance. Wikipedia can be a rough
place. What are the benefits? Well, you certainly don’t get paid, which
is the way most people who work expect to be rewarded. Neither do
you attain glory, for most contributors edit Wikipedia anonymously or
at least pseudonymously. Contributing just doesn’t add up. Yet thou-
sands of people do it. There are probably many reasons ~ the desjre to
participate in sortiething “bigger than yourself,” the fellowship of the
“collaborative community,” or the simple alleviation of boredom. But
the basic reason people contribute is that they find it enjoyable, and
they find it enj oyable for easy-to-understand evolutionary reasons. The
Internet is like a great game of show-and-tell, and we like show-and-tel]
a lot, ' )

Another button that the Internet pushes is our desire to experience
what we called “intrusive stimul;.” These, it will be recalled, are a class
of sounds and sights that we are preprogrammed to pay close attention
to, whether we like it or not. They include depictions of sex, food, drink,
power, wealth, conflict, and violénce. From an evolutionary point of
view, these stirnuli are always relevant and therefore Instinctively draw
our ears and eyes. It goes without saying that the Internet is brimming
over with material of this sort. Obviously, there is more pornography in
more flavors than one can easily comprehend. Bur not only that. Even
“mainstream” sites often have a quasi-pornographic visual style. They
show you things that you want to see but don’t have the opportunity or
tomach to see in “real life.” In the former category — opportunity — one
would put all the commodity porn that populates so many commercial
ites: gadgets, cars, houses, clothes, and “bling” of every kind. In the
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latter category — stomach - one would put the frequently disturbing
picturey and videos of misfortune that litter the Web: pratfalls, car
accidents, airplane crashes, and even people being beheaded. Looking
at the onehand the other you often get a kind of rush. The feeling
may be superficially pleasurable or unpleasurable. But in either case
it is a feeling, a kind of stimulation, that you desire on some very
deep psychological level. i you didn’t, you wouldn’t look. And you
always do. ’ _

Information capitalism, the surveillance state, and cultural hedonism
“pulled” the modern Internet into existence. They succeeded in doing
so rapidly and thoroughly in large measure because we are inclined by
nature to like - even to the point of personal harm ~ what the Internet
allows us to do. Once the door to the audiovisual media was opened,
we ran through it. Once the door to the Internet was opened, we ran
through it and, sometimes, stumbled.

WHAT THE INTERNET DID (AND IS DOING)

Not even two decades ago, then, the world of the “Old Media” ~

talking, manuscript-writing, printing, broadcasting — became the world ‘

of the “New Media™ — those carried by the Internet. In truth, that’s a
bit of an exaggeration in two senses. First, despite what you might have
heard, the “Old Media” have not and probably will not disappear, ever.

All the historical evidence suggests that major media are remarkably
persistent: new media don’t displace the old, they join them. Second, |
and again despite what you may have heard, the Internet is not the

dominant mode of human commumnications today. Far from it. About 8o :
percent of Americans currently use the Interner regularly. On average, ;
they spend 17 hours a week online.#° Almost all Americans chat, read;.
and watch TV. Every week they spend on average 13 hours chatting, :
2.5 hours reading “for pleasure,” and 23 hours playing couch potato:#* -
Assuming they aren’t doing these things simultaneously, Americans live
in the world of the “Old Media” a lot more than they live in the world’

of the “New Media” (21.5 hours a week more, to be exact).
According to our “push” theory of media effects, the addition o

the Internet to the mix should have altered social practices and values.f:
in Audiovisual Cultures; it should have produced a distinct Internet
Culture in the distinct— and ongoing — Internet Fra (1990 to the present).
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As we saw earlier, our experience itself gives us abundant evidence to
test this thesis, and our experience over the past quarter century is

exactly what we will use to prove it.
o

Accessibility

There was a time, now dimly remembered, when computers were very
expensive and Internet access was rare. The [BM PG, released in 1987,
cost around $2,000;#* the original Apple Macintosh, released in 1984,
ran $2,500.4 Neither had modems. These cost around $225 in 1980.44
The Internet was in its infancy and there were no Interner service
providers (ISPs), but you could access bulletin board systems (BBSs)
for a few dollars a month. Today, you can buy any number of new,
fully functional PCs — computer, screen, keyboard, mouse, modem ~
for less than $400.45 The philanthropic organization “One Laptop per
Child” is building a machine that will cost around $200.4¢ If you don’t

- mind used computers, you can get one for the price of shipment. Inter-
- net access will cost you about $10 a month at home, but you won’t have

any trouble finding someplace where it’s free if you live in the developed
world. Every school, public library, café, and many cities offer gratis
wired or wireless access. And of course you get it at work for nothing,
if you don’t count the working part.

There was also a time, pethaps not so dimly remembered, in which
learning to use a. PC and navigate the Internet was hard, Many of
us remember the wonders of config.sys, autoexec.bat, and the “blue

screen of death.” More of us, alas, know what TCP/IP and DHCP stand
for. In the main, however, the tendency has been for both “usability”
- and “connectivity” to increase — that is, become easier — over time,
Many computers dre now truly “plug and play,” though occasionally
.3."they have to be re-plugged and re-played. The era in which the tech

guy was a god-king is not gone entirely, but it’s fading fast. Proof
that PCs and Internet access have become less costly in financial and

training terms is borne out by the number of people who use them. It’s

estimated that there are more than one billion PCs in use worldwide
oday, and that number will double by 2015.47 Something on the order

~of 1.4 billion people have Internet access.4® Both numbers are rising.
_There are 6.7 billion people on the planet.4® The digital divide, it would

eem, is closing rapidly.s® We should add that would-be monopolists

Y
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will have a hard time making Internet access any more expensive than it
naturally is, for the Internet’s logistical chain has no readily exploitable
bottleneck. Computers are made in too many places for production
to be controlled. They are small enough that they can be transported
relatively easily and secretly. Once in operation, they can be hidden.
Some Internet traffic moves over telephone and cable lines, which can
be cug, but only at the loss of other important services. Internet signals
that ake transmitted over satellites and picked up wirelessly are difficult
to interrupt. Some tyrannical states have attempted to limit Internet
agcess.t™ Not surprisingly, only North Korea has been really successful,
largely/because it has no telecommunication infrastructure to speak
of.5> The country code for North Korea is +850, but don’t try to call
because almost no one has a phone.5? Satellite dishes and even cell
phones are periodically banned. The frightened leaders of China, Iran,
Cuba, and other shackled countries censor the Internet, but their ability
to do so in the long haul as satellite-delivered service expands seems
doubtful. _ -
The Internet is a marvel of accessibility. If you want to get on it
and use it, you probably can. If you can’t now, you’ll be able to soon.
Accessible media foster diffused networks, that is, ones in which the
ability to send and receive messages is shared by a large proportion of
the population. In the developed world — Canada, the United States,
Western Europe, Japan, South Korea, Australia — 40 to 8o percent
of the population have Internet access.5 In the less developed though
developing world — Mexico, South America, the Middle East, Russia,
China ~ 20 to 40 percent of the population have it. In the undeveloped
world — Africa, Centra! Asia, Southern Asia, Southeast Asia — between
o percent and 2o percent do. Overall, about 20 percent of the earth’s
population can get on the Internet. According to our theory, diffused
networks equalize social practices and values evolved in and around
them. Diffused networks give everyone roughly equal power to send
and receive messages. Thus, it is difficult for any particular sender or
receiver to monopolize communications and use unequal control to
create unequal power.

There are ways in which the Internet is not democratic at all. Govern-
ments regulate it, telecom companies own it, search engines dominate
it, and big corporations manipulate it. But having said all that, it’s prob-
ably the most democratic “place” in the world, at least in the sense of
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having equalized social practices. In the real world, you are a person
with lots of traits — gender, race, class, and all of their subspecies —
that differentiate you from others; on the Web, however, you are most
often‘just a “user” like any other. Offline, Bill Gates is very rich and
you aren’t. But online, Bill Gatesis a “user” and so are you. Citizenship
is to offline democracy as “user-hood” is to online democracy. Since
both you and Bill are “users,” everything you do together online — play
gamesP talk software, write encyclopedia articles ~ is going to be on a
“peer-to-peer” basis. Actually, alf virtual social practices are equalized
in the sense of “more equal than in the real world.” They are not, how-
ever, equal for at least two reasons. First, the real world bleeds into the
online world. So Bill’s offline cred — if the “user” is really offline Bill
Gates ~ is going to win him points in the software discussion site that
you can’t score. Second, reputation matters in the online world. Bill
might really know what he’s talking about and develop a good reputa-
tion, while you might be a “troll” and develop a bad one. Bill’s onfine
“peers” are going to listen to him and they aren’t going to listen to you
(in fact, they may ask the “mods” — moderators — to ban you). If you
behave, however, you and everyone else will get a voice, just like your
“peer,” Bill Gates.

That is the “is” of the situation: everyone is on the Internet (or soon
will be) and everyone is more or less equal on the Internet. The “ought”
that followed was a peculiarly radical form of egalitarianism that took

- the Print Era notion of the “marketplace of ideas” to an extreme. In

Print Cultures, everyone theoretically had a voice. But in practice, only

_those who twere willing and able to bear the cost of print expression
- actually “spoke.” It was generally agreed that this restriction of voices

was a good thing: the “marketplace of ideas” would work only if those
* trading ideas’ had some investment in them and knowledge of them.

In Internet Culture, everyone ~ or nearly everyone — actually has a
voice. The costs of expression are so low that anyone can “speak,” and
everyone does. The “marketplace of ideas” can work only with difficulry
in this cacophonous environment, so some additional justification for
everyone “talking” at once had to be found. It was in the form of the

* “wisdom of crowds,” according to which large, uncoordinated groups
- of independent people “know” things that even experts don’t.5 An
" important conclusion follows; if more people always know more, then

there can be no reason to restrict anyone from weighing in. By this
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they would have to be able to open it. Passwords can prevent them from
doing that. If they managed to open it, they’d have to be able to read it.
Encryption will prevent that. Someone really dedicated and smart will
probably be able to hack the file, but, again, they are going to have to
g0 to a lot of trouble. /

The Internt»;:jc,'then, is very private indeed. With jusq;"é little effort, you -
can hide who you are and what you've communicated behind multiple
layers of decep%i_on and security. People do it rou;i'}lely. Private media
engender segmented networks, that is, ones in Wﬁich information can
flow in confined, testricted spaces but not between them. According to
our theory, segmehted networks will close sq;-jial practices evolved in
and around-them. For a whole variety of géﬁsons - some noble and
some base — people lﬂce to hide what they ‘,d’b, and the Internet enables
them to do this like no medium before it

The Internet has allawed people to a‘écomplish something unprece-
dented: the creation ofii’rprivate though public social space. This may
seem like a contradictioii in termsfcbut that’s only because most of
us have never had the exﬁg;rience_géf being unidentifiable in public. If
'you've been to a masked ball, tl}éh you've come close. But even there,
 you can probably be idenﬁﬁgda"because masks don’t mask very well.

On the Internet, however, yopﬁ;an achieve true anonymity: your offline
- self will remain private, while ﬁ}‘gur online self ~ your “avatar” as it is
sometimes called — remai;;éf opeﬁ"e_%for all to see. When you are anony-
--mous, all of the social py&ctices irf‘which you engage are closed in the
sense that they cannot be identiﬁed-.yrith your offline self. If you want
a partial “second Iifg;"g’ all you nee&&ﬂdo is pick a pseudonym. If you
want a complete “sg:éond life,” you cau find it in any number of online
':"virtual worlds. 5% In either case, you né’*@dn’t worry at all about what
“others think of yﬁéu, because “you” are%?\(s.eparated from your actions.
You — that is, the real you ~ are not accou%g:able.” It’s well understood
that when pegﬁ:le are not accountable, they; do things they ordinarily
wouldn’t and probably shouldn’t. “When the cat’s away, the mice will
lay,” as tle proverb has it. It’s no surprise,*?ghen, that the Internet is
full of such bad behavior, or at least behavior,that is deemed bad by
ffline standards.5 Yet, even if you decide to E%gter the online world
sing your true offline identity, you can still easily create a closed space
nd a closed social practice within it. You simply build what is com-
only referred to as a “walled garden,” that is, a network that cannot

- —=I6gIc) more is better even when it’s not. Not surprisingly, some people
- - . 6
just don’t buy it, at least as it applies to the Internet.’

Privacy

It's the most famous cartoon ever produced about the Internet. It’s been
reprinted thousands of times. Everyone has seen it. “On the Internet,
no one knows you're a dog.”’” In the real world, everyone knows
who you are. Here’s why. First, you don’t get to deci[de who you are.
Others do that for you. You can’t elect to be blue if <;3201;1’176: born green.
You can try to pass as someone you aren’t, and sgme have. But the
difficulty eﬁ;g(d psychological toll are great-. Wlme,s/s Michael Jackson.
Second, you\only get one identity at a time. Yot can try to l.ead a
double (or triiﬁ%e, or quadruple) life. This feat, (I’/loxrfrever, is n.otorlous}y
difficult to pull®off, and usually ends in divorde, incarceration, or an
extended stay m\% mental hospital. Third, you don’t get to change
identities. You can‘attempt to remake you?self. But if you really want
a new identity, you H’a;\re to enter the FBI’s/witness protection program.
That, alas, involves saying bad things abbur some very mean p‘i:ople3 a .
risky endeavor in ifself. F inally, you ofgen have to present your Id.en’gty
to others in person. You can avoid the téte-a-téte with intermediaries,
letters, and the telephone. ]§n11t whef the deal is finally dgne, you are
often going to have to look the otHer fellow in the eye. |
None of these rules applies%ﬁ the Internet. You get to decide who
you are. Just pick a user name, / %b,” and make up a false profile. You *
get to have multiple identities sini\;.ltaneously,]ust mak-e up another
user name, “Betty,” and an})‘rcher faise%%proﬁle. You can switch from one -
identity to another easily. Toggle back®and forth: Bob-Betty-Bob-Betty
You never have to meet gnyone face to f‘age, for everything you want to
do can be done at a distance. Even having s%gc (of an electronic sort). Thi
doesn’t mean that yo,l:‘f can’t be tracked dové:;_\g. Unless yow’re an expert
you can be found. Bur it’s going to take a lof“gf effort to get from B.ob
and Betty to you if/éou are at all careful. As for ybégiur correspondence, it’
relatively easy to/ conceal. Imagine some unauthoxjzed someone wanted
to see a file yol've placed on the Internet. They would have to know
where the file is. Happily, there is software available that will make a
file functionally invisible. If they knew where the file was, they Would
need to get to it. Firewalls can stop them. If they manage to get to it
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