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WHAT
ARE WE DOING
ON-LINE?

"~ecome
what we behold,"
Marshall McLuhan wrote in 1964. "We shape our
tools, and thereafter our tools shape us." The medium
beheld with the most interest in McLuhan's day was
television. Now, thirty years later, we have shaped for
ourselves a new communications tool-the millions
of networked computers that make up the Internet. It
is a medium that is both like television-in that it invalves people staring at glowing screens, sharing experiences, real and imagined, over vast distancesand unlike television-in
that it is decentralized,
interactive, and based on the written word.
Although considerable attention has been directed
to the superficial aspects of the on- line world-its
entertainment value, its investment opportunities, its
possible abuse by child pornographers and drug run~
ners-little has been said about how this tool we are
shaping is, in tum, shaping us. To answer that question, Harper's Magazine turned to four observers of
the Internet and asked them to consider the message
of this new medium.
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The following forum is based on a discussion that took place this spring in Cambridge, Massachusetts.
Paul Tough, a senior editor of Harper's Magazine, served as moderator.
JOHN PERRY BARLOW
is one of the founders of the Electronic Frontier Foundation, a group formed to protect civil Ubertiesin
cyberspace. He was a participant in "Is Computer Hacking a Crime?" a forum that appeared in the March
1990 issue of Harper's Magazine.
SVEN BIRKERTS
is the author, most recently, of The Gutenberg Elegies: The Fate of Reading in an Electronic Age,
published by Faber and Faber, an excerpt from which appeared in the May 1994 issue of Harper's Magazine.

KEVIN KELLY
is the executive editor of Wired magazine and the author of Out of Control: The Rise of
Nee-biological Civilization, published by Addison-Wesley, an excerpt from which appeared in the May 1994
issue of Harper's Magazine.
MARKSLOUKA
is the author of War of the Worlds: Cyberspace and the Hi-tech A~sault on Reality, published by Basic
Books. His short story "The Woodcarver's Tale" appeared in the March 1995 issue of Harper's Magazine.

I have said on numerous occasions, and I still believe, that with the development of the Internet, and with the increasing pervasiveness of communication between
networked computers, we are in the middle of
the most transforming technological event
since the capture of fire. I used to think that it
was just the biggest thing since Gutenberg, but
now I think you have to go back farther. There
has been much written both celebrating and
denouncing cyberspace, but to me this seems a
development of such magnitude that trying to
characterize it as a good thing or a bad thing
trivializes it considerably. I also don't think it's
a matter about which we have much choice. It
is coming, whether we like it or not.
MARK SLOUKA: I get anxious when you say that
talking about whether this is good or bad is beside the point. It seems to me it has to be the
point. We can't talk about these emerging
technologies without taking a look at the impact they're going to have on average human
lives. And if, in fact, these new technologies
are so vastly transforming, we have to take a
look at where they're leading us. What direction are we going in?
BARLOW: We don't know.
SLOUKA: Why shouldn't I be terrified of that fact?
BARLOW:
Well, what are you planning to do
about it?
SLOUK.A.: I think that there are a lot of things we
can do about it: I've heard this word "inevitable" used by everyone from Bill Gates to
Newt Gingrich. I've certainly read it in the
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writings of both Kevin Kelly and John Perry
Barlow. But it seems to me that "inevitability,"
when it's tossed around too lightly, is a way of
declaring by fiat something that should still be
open to discussion. We are entering uncharted
territory. We have no idea what the health implications of these technologies are. And yet
they are being embraced uncritically.
BARLOW: Let me tell you what I do for a living
these days. I go around and tell people that
something really weird is happening. Some
fundamental shift is taking place that will have
many consequences that I cannot imagine. But
I think it's time we all started thinking about
those consequences so that collectively we can
make the little decisions that need to be made.
That is all I do. I don't say that these changes
are good. I certainly don't claim we're creating
a utopia. I mean, I love the physical world. I
spent seventeen years as a cattle rancher in
Pinedale, Wyoming. I was basically living in
the nineteenth century. If I could still make a
living there, I would. But the fact is, there is
very little economic room in the physical world
these days. If you are making something you
can touch, and doing well at it, then you are
either an Asian or a machine.
SLOUKA: That is a hell of a generalization.
BARLOW: But it's largely true. There is not much
room to exist in that part of the economy any
longer, and I wish there were. Now, given that,
I think there are a lot of forces that tend to
head society toward cyberspace, whether it
wants to go there or not. There are times when I

•

honestly believe that we would have been better
off if we'd gone the way of the Aborigines, who
have been sitting out in the Australian desert for
the last fifty thousand years and have come up
with precisely three tools. They did not make of
their minds a very open ecology for the formation of tools. And as a result they are probably a
lot more connected to the soul of the universe
than we are at the moment. But however I may
feel about it, I'm not sure there is a damn
thing I can do about it, except try to be
helpful to the people around me who
might be suffering some kind of paroxysm
as a result of this profound change in
their lives.
SVEN BIRKERTS: This theme of inevitability
pervades both your writing on the subject and Kevin's: "Go with it because it
is inevitable, and adjust. yourself as well
as you can." Mark and I are questioning
that inevitability.
I want to know
whether this is a juggernaut that is out of
our control. It appears to be moving
with a sort of self-proliferating logic of
its own. I'm just curious about what is
underwriting it.
BARLOW:
You know what's underwriting
it? It's the thing that sets human beings
apart from all other species on this
planet-a permanent hardwired dissatisfaction with the ecosystem they find
themselves in. And a desire to adapt it
to them, instead of to adapt to it. That
itch is at the root of the human spirit.
SLOUKA: Hang on. I am not dissatisfied with
the ecosystem I inhabit. I think the drive
to get on-line is not so much this alleged dissatisfaction. I think it's 3.5 trillion dollars. It has
been estimated that the business coming out of
these technologies is going to amount to that
sum. That's a nice pile of cash, and it's going to
generate a need to convince us that we should
follow along, that we should buy these things. I
think that is one answer. The other answer is
that the wired world is a response to certain cultural changes over the last two or three generations-the
breakup of the family, the breakdown of the community, the degradation of the
physical environment. I grew up in a little place
up near the Catskills, Putnam Lake. It's gone.
Every place I've loved in this world has been
paved over, malled over, disappeared. As we observe this assault on the physical world, we feel
ourselves losing control. I think alternative
worlds become more appealing to us.
BIRKERTS: We're looking to, technology to solve
what it has wrought.
SLOUKA:
And I think it's a culture-wide cop-out.
Why bother fighting for those last stands of old
growth in the Pacific Northwest when you can
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live on the new electronic frontier? I think the
real answer has to be in the physical world. The
only choice we have is to resuscitate our failed
communities, to bring back Pinedale and Putnam
Lake-to align ourselves with physical reality
now, before it's too late. The answer is not in
a-physical space. The answer is not virtual reality.
Yet that is precisely the direction we're headed.
BIRKERTS:
The last two words in my book are

"Refuse it." I don't mean that this is necessarily a realistic mass proposal. I mean that speaking subjectively, for myself, this is what my
heart tells me to do.
BARLOW:
If you can find a way to refuse it and
make that refusal work for yourself, I think you
should do precisely that. I'm pro-choice, to the
extent that choiceis possible.
BlRKERTS: But I am going to quote you to yourself,
John. This is from the Utne Reader. "But really
it doesn't matter. We are going there whether
we want to or not. In five years, everyone who
is reading these words will have an e-mail address, other than the determined Luddites, who
also eschew the telephone and electricity." So
that's the choice you're offering me: I can be a
"determined Luddite."
BARLOW: You can.
.
BIRKERTS: In living my own life, what seems most
important to me is focus, a lack of distraction-an
environment that engenders a sustained and growing awareness of place, and
face-to-face interaction with other people. I've
deemed these to be the primary integers of
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building and sustaining this self. I see this
whole breaking wave, this incursion of technologies, as being in so many ways designed to
pull me from that center of focus. To give you
a simple example: I am sitting in the living
room playing with my son. There is an envelope of silence. I am focused. The phone rings.
I am brought out. When I sit down again, the
envelope has been broken. I am distracted. I

In certain locations on the Internet, computer users have devoted hundreds of screens-worth of text to conversations
about the social consequences of life on-line . To supplement
the face-to-face discussion between our four participants,
Harper's Magazine has selected relevant postings from three
sites-the WELL, an on-line service based in Sausalito, California; ECHO, a New York City service; and the Internet
Addiction Support Group, a recently founded Internet discussion group. These examples of on-line writing about online life appear throughout the text of the forum.

38

HARPER'S MAGAZINE/ AUGUST 1995

am no longer in that moment. I have very
nineteenth-century, romantic views of the self
and what it can accomplish and be. I don't
have a computer. I .work on a typewriter. I
don't do e-mail. It's enough for me to deal
with mail. Mail itself almost feels like too
much. I wish there were less of it and I could
go about the business of living as an entity in
my narrowed environment.
BARLOW: There is something so beautiful about
that vision. I don't know that I could do it as
elegantly, but if I were to describe my aspirations I wouldn't use many different terms from
the ones you just did. Nietzsche said that sin is
that which separates. And I think that information, as it has been applied primarily by
broadcast media, and to a great extent by large
institutions, has separated human beings from
the kind of interaction that we are having here
in this room. There was a long period when I
adhered to your point of view, which is that
the only way to deal with the information revolution is to refuse it. And, as I say, I spent seventeen years driving a four-horse team around,
living in very direct contact with the phenomenal world and my neighbors. And what I finally concluded was that there were so many
forces afoot that were in opposition to that way
of life that the only way around technology was
through it. I took faith in the idea that, on the
other side of this info-desert we all seemed to
be crossing, technology might restore what it
was destroying. There's a big difference between information and experience. What you
are talking about, Sven, is experience. That is
the stuff of the soul. But if we're going to get
back into an experiential world that has substance and form and meaning, we're going to
have to go through information to get there.
BIRKERTS: But that implies that the process-going through the information world-isn't going
to change us beyond recognition and warp the
aspiration itself. That's my fear. I'm going to
throw another set of terms in here that belong
to Rilke. He said two different things that have
struck me as very relevant to this. And again,
we are dealing with a very romantic, poetic
perspective. Speaking of poets, he said, "We
are the bees of the invisible." The ultimate human purpose is to transform, And the other
thing he said is that ultimately, when you kind
of look down the long turnpike of the future,
"Nowhere will world be but within us." I always read those two statements as saying that ,
our collective evolutionary destiny is the conversion of contingent experience into soulmatter. But what I see happening instead is our
wholesale wiring. And what the wires carry is
not the stuff of the soul. I might feel differently
if that was what they were transmitting. But it's

not. It is data. The supreme capability that this
particular chip-driven silicon technology has is
to transfer binary units of information. And
therefore, as it takes over the world, it privileges those units of information. When everyone is wired and humming, most of what will
be going through those wires is that sort of information. if it were soul-data, that might be a
different thing, but soul-data doesn't travel
through the wires.
KEVIN
KELLY:
I have experienced
soul-data
through silicon. You might be surprised at the
amount of soul-data that we'll have in this new
space. That's why what is going on now is more
exciting than what was going on
ten years ago. Look, computers
are over. All the effects that we
can imagine coming from standalone computers have already
happened. What we're talking
about now is not a computer
revolution, it's a communications revolution. And communication is, of course, the basis of
culture itself. The idea that this
world we are building is somehow diminishing communication is all wrong. In fact, it's enhancing communication. It is
allowing all kinds of new language. Sven, there's this idea in
your book that reading is the
highest way in which the soul
can discover and deepen its own

nature. But there is nothing live seen in online experience that excludes that. In fact,
when I was reading your book I had a very interesting epiphany. At one point, in an essay
on the experience of reading, you ask the question, "Where am I when I am involved in a
book?" Well, here's the real answer: you're in
cyberspace. That's exactly where you are.
You're in the same place you are when you're
in a movie theater, you're in the same place
you are when you're on the phone, you're in
the same place you are when you're on-line.
BIRKERTS: It's not the same at all. The argument is
very attractive: "Well,. it's just a word. It's a
word on a screen, it's a word on a page. Same
thing." But that's a limited way of looking at it.
The larger picture has to include the particular
medium through which we convey the word.
When you write the word across a football stadium in skywriting, you're not just writing the
word, you're writing the perception of the word
through the air. When you're incising a word
on a tombstone, you're not merely writing the
word, you're writing a word as incised on a
tombstone. Same for the book, and same for
the screen. The medium matters because it defines the arena of sentience. The screen not
only carries the words, it also says that communication is nothing more than the transfer of
evanescent bits across a glowing panel.
BARLOW: I would agree with you completely that
media have an enormously transforming effect.
A word written in the sky by jet fighters is not
the same as that word spoken by a lover.
BIRKERTS: Right.
BARLOW: But part of the reason that I'm guardedly
optimistic about these new technologies is that
the word that is incised on a page in a book has
to be put there by a large institution. Sitting
between the author of that word and the reader

FORUM

39

of that word is a huge mediating organism
made up of organization and capital.
BIRKERTS: I can't really deny that.
BARLOW: And all that mediation has a great effect
on that word. But between the word that I type
into my computer and e-mail to you and the
word that comes out on your end there's nothing but the digital transformation taking place.
It is not mediated. It's as intimate as it possibly
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could be without me whispering it into your ear.
SLOUKA: But it seems to me
that the kind of writing
that's done in the electronic
media has a sort of evanescence to it. There's an impermanence to it. A book,
though, is something you
can hold on to. It is a permanent thing. There is something else going on here, too.
And that is what happens in
the process of reading. When
you read a book, there's a
kind of a silence. And in
that silence, in the interstices between the words
themselves, your imagination has room to move, to
create. On-line communication is filling those spaces.
We are substituting
a
transitional, impermanent,
ephemeral communication
for a more permanent one.
BARLOW: You know, I'm beginning to realize that the
principal
difference
between you and me, Mark, is
that I take a considerably
longer view of things. I
mean, I think that the book
is pretty damn ephemeral,
too. The· point is not the
permanence or impermanence of the created thing
so much as the relationship
between the creative act
and the audience. The big
difference between experience and information
is
that with an experience,
you can ask questions interactively, in real time. Sven,
because you're sitting here,
I can ask you questions
about your book. As a reader I can't.
BIRKERTS: But as a writer I
didn't want you to.
BARLOW: Well, you mayor may not. But in order
to feel the greatest sense of communication, to
realize the most experience, as opposed to information, I want to be able to completely interact with the consciousness that's trying to
communicate with mine. Rapidly. And in the
sense that we are now creating a space in
which the people of the planet can have that
kind of communication relationship, I think .

we're moving away from information-through
information, actually-and back toward experience.
BlRKERTS: But that wasn't what I wanted in writing the book. The preferred medium for me is
the word on the page, alone, with an implicit
recognition that I'm not going to be there to
gloss and elucidate and expand on it. It is what
drives me, as a writer, to find the style that will
best express my ideas. I would write very differently if I were typing on a terminal and my
readers were out there already asking me questions. Writing a book is an act of self-limitation
and, in a way, self-sublimation into language
and expression and style. Style is very much a
product of the print medium. I don't think that
Flaubert, for example, could have written the
way he did on a screen. In the move to on-line
communication, the aspiration to the kind of
style that seeks a sort of permanence, symbolized by immobile words on a page, vanishes.
Okay, no big deal, except that I also believe
that language is our evolutionary wonder. It is
our marvel. If we're going to engage the universe, comprehend it and penetrate it, it will be
through ever more refined language. The screen
is a linguistic leveling device.
BARLOW: You say that the point of language is to
evolve. Well, it seems to me that evolution occurs a lot more rapidly and better in open, unconstrained environments than in constrained
environments.
BIRKERTS: But language is what communicates the
subtlety of that evolution to us. We may be
evolving on all fronts, but we only comprehend
ourselves by way of language. And I think that
the deep tendency of the circuited medium is
to flatten language.
KELLY: Here you are wrong. If you hung out online, you'd find out that the language is not, in
fact, flattening; it's flourishing. At this point in
history, most of the evolution of language,
most of the richness in language, is happening
in this space that we are creating. It's not happening in novels.
BIRKERTS: I wish some of this marvelous prose
could be downloaded and shown to me.
KELLY: You can't download it. That's the whole
point. You want to download it so that you can
read it like a book. But that's precisely what it
can't be. You want it to be data, but it's experience. And it's an experience that you have to
have there. When you go on-line, you're not
going to have a book experience.
BIRKERTS: Well, I want a book experience.
KELLY: You think that somehow a book is the
height of human achievement. It is not.
SLOUKA: But there is a real decline in the kind of
discourse taking place. I go back to what John
said in an interview that I read not too long ago.

He said that the InterAN E-MAIL EXCHANGE
net is "CB radio, only
typing." That really
IS NOT MEDIATED. IT'S
stuck in my mind, beAS INTIMATE AS IT
cause there's an incredible shallowness to most
COULD BE WITHOUT
on-line communication.
I realize that there are
ME WHISPERING IN
good things being said
YOUR EAR
on the net, but by and
large the medium seems
to encourage quickness
over depth, and rapid response over reflection.
KELLY: My advice would be to open your mind to
the possibility that in creating cyberspace
we've made a new space for literature and art,
that we have artists working there who are as
great as artists in the past. They're working in a
medium that you might dismiss right now as
inconsequential, just as the theater, in Shakespeare's day, was dismissed as outrageous and
low-class and not very deep.
SLOUKA: You've pointed out that one of the advantages of the net is that everybody can pub-
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THE QUESTION

lish: it's a free medium. There's something very appealing
ASKING IS: WHERE
and attractive about
DOES tHE NEED COME
that. You can cut out
the middleman-the
FROM TO INHABIT
publisher
and the
agent and everybody
THESE ALTERNATE
else. But when you
SPACES?
open the floodgates
entirely, you don't
get egalitarianism.
You get babble. My shopping list becomes as
valuable as Cormac McCarthy's latest book.
And then you go back to thinking, "Well,
wait a minute, maybe those middlemen had
some function, however flawed they were."
BIRKERTS: "I want my hierarchy!"
BARLOW: You said it!
BIRKERTS: I said it with quotes around it, but I
said it.
BARLOW: There's a hell of a lot of babble in life,
and there's a hell of a lot of babble in cyberspace. But there are certain expressions that
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rise above the noise. The ones that are most
intimately familiar to me are things of my own
creation. When my lover died last year, I
e-rnailed her eulogy-the words that I spoke at
her funeral-to about sixty friends. Just to tell
them that she had died and to tell them what I
was thinking. One of them posted it someplace, another posted it someplace else, and
the next thing I knew, I had received a
megabyte of e-mail from all over the planetthousands and thousands of pages. People I'd
never met talking about the death of a loved
one, talking about things they hadn't talked
about with anyone. What I wrote had selfreproduced. .
BIRKERTS: Well, as the psychologists say, "How
did that make you feel?"
BARLOW: It made me feel like my grief was not
just my own, that it was something I had
shared, inadvertently,
with the rest of my
species. And my species, in some abstract way,
had answered.
SLOUKA: But the reason you did that was probably
because you didn't have a community of friends
around you, a Pinedale, where everyone
would have known your lover and
would have shared your grief. And instead of writing back to you and saying,
"John, we're sorry," they would have, I
don't know, God forbid, hugged you.
BIRKERTS: Baked you a pie.
SLOUKA: Shown up at your doorstep. My
point is not that you can't find compassion and communitarian values on
the net. You can. But you can find
them just as well, and better, in a real
community. One phenomenon I encountered on the Internet was that
people would put words like "grin" or
"smile" or "hug" in parentheses in a
note. It's a code meaning cyberhugs,
cybersmiles, cyberkisses. But at bottom, that cyberkiss is not the same
thing as a real kiss. At bottom, that csberhug is not going to do the s~me
thing. There's a big difference.
BARLOW: Yes, there is a difference. But I
wasn't without the warmth of my
friends. I got a lot of hugs during that
period, and I still get them. My community was around me. I mean, it wasn't a
case of either/or. I didn't have to give
up the human embrace in order to have
this other, slightly larger form of human
embrace, a kind of meta-embrace. One
supplemented the other.
SLOUKA: At some point do you think the
virtual world is basically going to replace the world we live in? Is it going to
be an alternate space?

No, it's going to be an auxiliary space.
There will be lots of things that will be similar
to the physical world, and there will be lots of
things that will be different. But it's going to
be a space that's going to have a lot of the attributes that we like in reality-a richness, a
sense of place, a place to be silent, a place to
go deep.
SLOUKA: But the question that I keep asking myself is: Why the need? Where does the need
come from to inhabit these alternate spaces?
And the answer I keep coming back to is: to escape the problems and issues of the real world.
I've talked to a lot of people who go on to the
net and take on alternate personas. I mean,
why the hell would you do that?
BARLOW: Because you want to experiment.
SLOUKA: Why are you experimenting? Because
you're threatened
by the reality you
inhabit.
BARLOW:
Is there
something wrong
with experimenting?
SLOUKA: There is if it
distracts us from the
problems at hand.
One of the people I
interviewed for my
book was a man
who posed on the
net as a woman. He
wanted to see what
it's like to be a
woman and what
it's like to be hit on
by another male. He
wanted to get away
from sexism, ageism,
racism-all the collected "isms" that go
along with life in the real world. Instead of
dealing with those issues, though, he was sidestepping them. '
KELLY: Have you ever been to Europe?
SLOUKA: To Europe? Yes.
KELLY: Why? You have your own community.
Why go to Europe?
SLOUKA: Because I wanted to experience another
physical community.
KELLY: Yes.
SLOUKA: I underscore the word "physical."
KELLY: Well, even though we're physical beings,
we have an intellectual sphere. It's like reading
a book, one that you lose yourself in completely. Why does one do that? Do I have to be really messed up to want to lose myself in a book?
SLOUKA: I hope not.
BARLOW: Well, why would you want to flee the
physical world into a book?
KELLY:

I agree-reality
is often not enough.
But I think we have diverged here from the
central point. If we're merely talking about this
phenomenon as an interesting, valuable supplement for those who seek it, I have no problem with it. What I'm concerned by is this becoming a potentially all-transforming event
that's going to change not only how I live but
how my children live. I don't believe it's merely going to be auxiliary. I think it's going to be
absolutely central.
BARLOW: You know, it's possible that both of
those things can be perfectly correct. In terms
of your life span, I don't think that there's any
reason you can't go on leading exactly the life
-you lead now, living with the technology you
find most comfortable, reading your books-of
which there are likely to be more over the period of your lifetime, by the way,
rather than less. I
see no reason why
you can't personally
"refuse it." But over
the long haul, I'd
say that society,
everything that is
human
on this
planet,
is going
to be profoundly
transformed by this,
and in many ways,
some of which will
probably be scary to
those of us with
this mind-set, some
of which will be
glorious and transforming.
BIRKERTS: But even if
I've pledged myself
personally, as part of my "refuse it" package,
to the old here and now, it still impinges on
me, because it means I live in a world that I
find to be increasingly attenuated, distracted,
fanned-out, disembodied. Growing up in the
Fifties, I felt I was living in a very real place.
The terms of human interchange were ones I
could navigate. I could get an aura buzz from
living. I can still get it, but it's harder to find.
More and more of the interchanges that are
being forced on me as a member of contemporary society involve me having to deal with
other people through various layers of scrim,
which leaves me feeling disembodied. What
I'm really trying to address is a phenomenon
that you don't become aware of instantly. It
encroaches on you. I do believe that we gain
a lot of our sense of our own reality and validity through being able to hear an echo, by

BIRKERTS:
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getting our words back, by being mirrored.
And community, in the old-world sense, was
about being mirrored immediately. You know,
you yell for Clem, and Clem yells back, and
you understand the terms of your world. Now
you type something to,
say, Kiichi in Tokyo, and
it comes back a few hours
HE INTRODUCTION
later. You're being mirOF FIRE PRODUCED
rored in another way.
Maybe it's because I'm
GREAT CHANGES IN
not on-line, but it seems
to me, as an adult human
SOCIETY. THAT
being living in 1995,
DOESN'T MEAN THAT
that the signal is getting
weaker. I find that more
EVERYTHING IS ON FIRE
and more I navigate my
days within this kind of
strange landscape. People
have drawn into their houses, and the shades
are down. You go into a store and the clerk
isn't looking at you, he's busy running bar
codes. And you multiply that a thousandfold:
mediation, mediation, mediation. I want an
end to mediation. And I don't think I can
break the membrane by going on-line.
BARLOW: Sven, you and I are in absolute, complete agreement on this. But the alienating engine that I perceive in society is broadcast me-

T
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dia, particularly television. I mean, the reason
people are hermetically sealed in their homes is
that they are worshiping the glass tit of fear,
which is telling them that the world is too
scary to go out in. I live part of the time in
New York, which is widely known to be terrifying, dangerous place. I never feel in danger
there. Not ever. But if I watched television, I'd
never set foot on the island of Manhattan. Nor
would I ever leave my suburban home, I suspect. But this is the result of a one-way medium of communication. It's the same species of
communication as your beloved book. Neither
. the book nor the television is face-to-face in
any form.
KELLY: Sven, I think part of what you're saying is
true. You're ignoring the center of the culture,
and therefore you feel sort of cut off. The culture has shifted toa new medium. But it's not
going to be the only medium there is. The introduction of fire produced great changes in
our society. That doesn't mean that everything
is on fire. Digital technologies and the net can
have a great effect without meaning that everything has to be the net. I listen to books on
tape. I have for many years. I couldn't live
without them. I listen to the radio. I read
books. I read magazines. I write letters. All of
these things are not going to go away when the
net comes.
BIRKERTS: But don't you think
it's a push-pull model? If you
send out a net that allows
you to be in touch with all
parts of the globe, you may
well get a big bang out of doing that, but you can't do
that and then turn around
and look at your wife in the
same way. The psyche is a
closed system. If you spread
yourself laterally, you sacrifice depth.
KELLY: I question that trade-off.
That's
my whole point
about this kind of environment. It's not that we're going to deduct the book..
though the book will certainly lose its preeminence.
The flourishing of digital
communication will enable
more options, more possibil- .
. ities, more diversity, more
room, more frontiers. Yes,
that will close off things
from the past, but that is a
choice I will accept.
SLOUKA: See, the confusion is
understandable because so

a

much of the hype surrounding the
digital revolution revolves around
this issue of inevitability.
KELLY: But it is inevitable.
SLOUKA: Well, which is it? Is it inevitable or isn't it?
KELLY: It's inevitable that the net will
continue to grow, to get bigger, to
get more complex, to become the
dominant force in the culture. That
is inevitable. What's not inevitable
is what you choose to do about it.
SLOUKA: SO I have the option of being
marginalized?
KELLY: That's right. You can be like the
Amish. Noble, but marginal.
SLOUKA: It seems to me that we have
to keep a balance. The balance right
now, as I see it, is tipping toward
virtual technology, toward virtual
reality, toward mediated worlds, and
that mediation is dangerous both
culturally and politically. Culturally, it sets us apart from one another.
Politically, it opens us up to manipulation. Someone can manipulate
the reality I'm getting on-line more
easily than they can manipulate the
reality I get face-to-face. So the answer is to go carefully, to take a selective look at what we're losing
along the way, to discuss what's
happening.
KELLY: And after we've discussed it,
what do we do?
SLOUKA: My answer, to quote Sven, is
that you refuse it.
BARLOW: And you can do that. You
can be just as conservative as you
want to be.
SLOUKA: That's not a word that most
people associate with me, but all
right.
BARLOW: But in fact that's what you
are. We are all, at this table, basically old hippies. There are two kinds
of old hippies now, and yours is actually the dominant form. What I
find distressingly common among
these heretofore world-changing
types is a kind of obdurate conservatism that would have shamed
their fathers.
BIRKERTS: But I see world-changing as
different. There was a world-changing spirit that precisely recognized the insidious
effect of mass phenomena, of huge governmental agencies, of technology. You know, the
back-to-the-land initiative. It was a community initiative. And I see people who've gone on-

line as having turned against that old spirit.
The reason I got interested in all of this
stuff was because I actually did go back to the
land, unlike many old hippies. And after seventeen years I recognized the historical trends
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that nobody can do anything about, any more
than the Indians could do
FORCED TO ADAPT BY
anything about the hisA SOCIAL CONSENSUS
torical
trends
that
changed their society.
THAT SAYS IF YOU
And I decided, Okay,
DON'T HAVE "X" YOU'RE
how can I find a way to·
preserve the values that I
OUT OF THE LOOP
care about? Is there a
context in which those
values might be nurtured?
Is there a way to dismantle these great creatures
of corporate power? And my answer, and it is
tentative, was that it looked like .the net might
have some real potential there.
BIRKERTS: SOwhat you did is you substituted a virtual community for a real one. You found a
community in cyberspace. And I guess I'm
wondering if it's a community in a way that
keeps the meaning of that word viable.
BARLOW: I'm not certain that it is. I mean, I went
in there looking, and I can't say I've found it
WEARE
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yet. But at the same time, I've watched what
has happened to my own community, where I
still live, my little town in Wyoming, as a result of broadcast media. I see what happened to
that culture as soon as the satellite dishes
bloomed in the backyards. And it has been
devastating.
BIRKERTS: You don't see cyberspace as the extension of the satellite dish?
.
BARLOW: Absolutely not. If you had experienced
this to any large extent, if you had been around
it in the way that Kevin and I have, you would
see that it is absolutely antithetical
to the
satellite.
KELLY: I wasn't joking when I said that when
you're reading a book, you're in cyberspace. Being in cyberspace is much closer to reading a
book than it is to watching TV. A lot of the
things you seem to be looking for in the culture
of the book, Sven, can actually be found in the
culture of the screen.
BIRKERTS: It's not necessarily that all of these
changes, if they were occurring over a sufficient length of time, would be so bad. But
what's happening is that we're being evolutionally tyrannized. Weare being forced to adapt
by a pressing social consensus that seems to say
that if you don't have "x" you're out of the
loop. You're going to be marginalized in your
workplace. If I don't have a disk to send my articles in to a journal, I feel like there's a problem. If I don't have a fax machine, I'm losing
business. If I don't have a phone-answering
machine, God knows what might happen. The
attitude is, "If you're not on the bus then forget
it, man. You're just rooting around for potatoes." I don't want to be forced into that either/or. I want to be able to say, "Let me think
about it." Maybe in ten years I'll get a fax machine. I don't want to feel that if I'm not receiving a fax every second I am no longer existing in the cultural community in which I want
to exist.
BARLOW: Again, all I see dividing us is temperament. There's nothing you just said about the
desire to have your choices that I don't support. Nobody I know is more devoutly prochoice than I am. Just because I'm observing
that a great social transformation is taking
place because of technology doesn't mean
that I like every single aspect of it. But I do
try to adapt to that which I can't change. I do
have my own personal sense of whether or not
technology is working for me. And that really
takes me back to Nietzsche's statement about
sin. If it feels to me that technology separates
me, I try to reject it. If it feels like it has within it the opportunity to bring me closer, on
some spiritual level, to the rest of humanity, I
accept it.
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