:ure decides what
\erge out of what
n the present.”
1art Pannenberg

More Is Less

By David Shenk

With the introduction of PointCast, MSNBC, and myriad other instant
electronic news services, 1996 turned out to be the best year yet for
news junkies. And this is just the beginning. The Internet and tele-
com deregulation have spawned a news revolution that will make
today’s flurry of instantaneous news look like a scene from The Flint-
stones. What’s good for Ted Turner and Bill Gates isn’t all that great
for the rest of us, however. In a world glutted with information, con-
stant updates are not only a diminishing asset, they are becoming
a dangerous distraction. Watching could be hazardous to our health.
Since the dawn of time, humans have constructed a quilt of com-
munity understanding out of new information. In a world of informa-

Will the network computer
succeed? “In some Nazi-ori-
ented companies it will suc-
ceed very well,” says Michael
Dertouzos, head of computer
science at MIT. Yanking expen-
sive PCs and replacing them
with cheap NCs will save com-
panies a lot of money. But the
cost to innovation will be high.
It's no coincidence that the
breakdown in rigid corporate

NC: New Centralism?

By Russ Mitchell

hierarchies and the addition
of employee “empowerment”
to the management lexicon
paralleled the move from
mainframes to PCs. With PCs,
employees gained more
control over their work. And
because they could customize
the computers, new software
that may never have received
the approval of MIS managers
entered the workplace.

All computers can be net-
worked, of course. But the PC
is a smart machine.The NC is
a dumb terminal. A network
of dumb terminals adds up
to a dumb organization.

Russ Mitchell (russ@wired.com) is
managing editor at Wired.

tion scarcity, messenger-journalists performed the
vital community service of acquiring and
transmitting fresh data. Newspapers,
wrote Arthur Young in 1793, are “that
universal circulation of intelligence, which
in England transmits the last vibration of feeling or
alarm, with electric sensibility, from one end of the
Kingdom to another.” This sentiment was echoed by
Adolph Ochs when he bought The New York Times in
1896. Its mission, he declared, was to “give the news,
all the news ... and give it as early, if not earlier, than
can be learned through any other reliable medium.”
Then information came into abundance. Data is
now so plentiful that consumers face the curious
hazard of information glut. We cannot keep up with

Does

the information we produce.

In this context, new information becomes more
of a diversion than a contribution to society. Today’s
challenge is to manage the vast quantities of infor-
mation we already have stored up. News is not, of
course, completely irrelevant. But the value of daily
updates will pale in comparison to information we
already have on hand - how to feed and clothe our-
selves, fight pestilence, and govern ourselves using
a balance of strict laws and broad liberties. The new
challenge is to share this information with each other,
to manage it thoughtfully, and to transform it into
knowledge inside millions of individual brains. This
is not so much fact-hunting as it is data-gardening.

The traditional news media haven’t come to terms
with this fundamental shift, which is why Yahoo!,
AltaVista, and other Web libraries are fast becoming
primary information sources. Yet old-school journal-
ists maintain a fierce bias against what they call old

news.“We've covered that,” they snarl.”It’s been done.”

They opt instead for anything that smells new or dra-
matic - divorces, disgraces, deaths.”“My job is not
to educate the public,” insists TV producer Steve

Friedman in a typically myopic declaration of journalistic principle.
“My job is to tell the public what’s going on.” His distinction is criti-
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By and large, educators still
think of computers as inher-
ently mathematical. Most high
schools present computing

as part of the math-science
curriculum. Meanwhile, pro-
fessionals create programs
without even using computer
code; users create documents
and programs using drag-

and-drop
Not Com pl.lte icons or
By Isabel Walcott petidawn
menus.

Saying you need to be good
at math to use a computer is
like saying you need to be an
architect to live in a house.

A paradigm shift, not money,
is the operative need. Teachers
need to educate themselves
about computers. Computers
need to be brought out of math
ghettos. Without being intro-
duced to the range of possi-
bilities, students are missing
out on what they could be
learning. As a result, neither
computers nor people can
reach their full potential. The
compute in computer denotes
only how the device works,
not how we work with it.

Isabel Walcott, a multimedia entrepre-
neur, is designing a major Web site for
teenage girls (www.smartgirl.com/).

“Information isn't always
power — just ask a librarian.”
- David Brake
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“The pleasures of wealth
and greatness... strike
the imagination as some-
thing grand and beautiful
and noble, of which the
attainment is well worth
all the toil and anxiety
which we are so apt to
bestow upon it. And it is
well that nature imposes
upon us in this manner.
It is this deception which
rouses and keeps in
continual motion the
industry of mankind.”

— Adam Smith

cal. Mere telling focuses on the mechanics of transmitting -
news of the moment, while education assumes a responsibil-
ity for making sure that knowledge sticks. Journalists who
limit their role to news flashes are absolving themselves of
any overarching obligation to the audience.

In our new world, reporters must become more like teach-
ers, and we all must learn the skills of the librarian. Informa-
tion management is the fuel for our thriving civilization.

But in the last 50 years, the integrity of our data management
has been threatened by a historical first: production is now
dramatically outpacing consumption. This leaves us with what
Finnish sociologist Jaako Lehtonen calls an “infor-
mation discrepancy,” a permanent processing
deficit. “The real issue for future technology,” says
Eli Noam, the director of Columbia University’s
Institute for Tele-Information, “does not appear to be produc-
tion of information, and certainly not transmission, but rather
processing. Almost anybody can add information. The difficult
question is how to reduce it.”

If we can’t find a way, Noam warns, we may be setting our-
selves on a road toward a chaos that not even scientists will
enjoy observing. The organization of information, says Noam,
is the one major counterforce to entropy. Not being able to
effectively manage our information means that we may be
beginning to lose control of information and finally succumb-
ing to entropy. In this light, an increasingly news-manic cul-
ture is not only less and less attuned to its own needs, but
may also be on a track to oblivion. Now that’s devolution.

David Shenk (dshenk@aol.com) writes the “Net Skeptic” column for MSN. His book,
Data Smog: Surviving the Information Glut, will be published in April by HarperCollins.

Who cares about Internet
privacy; try complete disclo-
sure. Confoundingly, many
who argue for a marketplace
of ideas and a free-market
economy also argue for
secrecy, privacy, and NDAs.
The exchange of informa-
tion is one of the best ways
to foster progress. Yet thanks

to cor-

Scorning Privacy  rorate
: fire-

By Rebecca Eisenberg ceaills,

many keep things private
against their will, out of obli-
gation to another person.
That other person often
demands privacy to avoid
social ridicule if the infor-
mation got out or - possibly
more often - because busi-
ness would suffer if someone
else were to “steal ideas.”

But if all ideas were shared,
there could be no IP theft.
And if more people dared to
be honest about their behav-
ior, then little could cause
social scorn.

Rebecca Eisenberg (rebecca@cyborganic
.net) is a freelance writer who lives at
www.cyborganic.com/people/rebeccal/.

Give Workers a Free Choice

By José Piriera

More young Americans believe in UFOs than believe they will receive
a Social Security check when they retire. Among other things, this is a
terrible indictment of a government program that has run its course.

When Otto von Bismarck created pay-as-you-go social security in
1883, he never dreamed that most governments in the Western world
would adopt his model - and that a century later all those systems
would be heading toward bankruptcy. The absurdity of the pay-as-
you-go system is comparable to that found in the works of Franz
Kafka, whose days working at a social security institution must have
been a source of inspiration. Suffice it to say that all over the world,
social security administrators must be having nightmares about bio-
tech breakthroughs like DHEA that may allow more and more people
to celebrate their 100th birthday. In a way, these are also nightmares
about a sort of metamorphosis, though not into giant insects.

The system could survive longer if people had more babies, since
younger generations finance the pensions of the old. But the oppo-

“The twilight zone that lies
between living memory
and written history is one
of the favorite breeding
places of mythology.”

- C.Vann Woodward

site is occurring in all rich countries - including the United States.
| come from a distant country, one the Spanish conquerors initially
named Finis Terrae (Land’s End). But in these days of a global village,
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