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weather reporters there are real humans. Every now and then, I try the
weather radio again, hoping that the synthetic announcers have disap-
peared, but they never have. One thought consoles me, however: I can
still go outdoors to see and feel what the weather is like. At least the
synthetic announcers don’t follow me there. And as for Mr. Kelly, or
whomever has succeeded you, I have a friendly warning: In the down-
sized, lonely, and unnatural world you've helped to synthesize, you may

find that nobody gives a damn about you anymore.'

Start Reading Here

PSEUDOCOMMUNITIES

To begin with, a httle anecdote. There is a classroom, an ugly, badly
shaped, windowless room in a modern university building designed
with students not in mind. In this room there is a small class, my class.
We have rearranged tables and chairs in a semicircle around my place
to defy the terrible ambience and to allow all twenty-five students to see
and hear each other and me. Class is in session; I am talking. Two
students sitting together in the front row—-a thirty-year-old man with a
pager on his belt and a twenty-year-old woman-—are speaking to each
other and laughing quietly; they see that I am looking at them, and they
continue to laugh, not furtively or offensively but openly and engag-
ingly, as if I weren’t there. I don’t know what they are laughing about.
Both of these students will eventually receive an A in the course for
their exceptionally fine work.

As I speak to the class,.a part of my mind is thinking about these stu-
dents and wondering why they are laughing. Is there chalk on my face?
Is my fly open? Have I repeated myself or unconsciously misused a
word or inverted a phrase? Then I remember something Bruce Wilshire
wrote, and the paranoia fades. The laughter has nothing to do with me,
Bruce, a philosopher who works in a nearby building on campus, de-
scribed the same attitude in his own classes in his book, The Moral
Collapse of the University. This passive and casual rudeness, a fairly new
phenomenon, has a simple cause, he said. “I sometimes see students
looking at me as if’ they thought [ could not see them, as if T were just.
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somebody on their screen.”! When my students were laughing, it didn’t
occur to them that I would be bothered—at that moment they were
treating me as if I were a talking head on television.

That’s what it 1s; [ am sure of it. The students (at least most of them)
and [ inhabit different worlds, even when we sit in the same room. In
my world, the people I speak with are real; if I offend them they are
hurt and angry with me, if I give them pleasure they smile af me, if | bore
them they find an excuse to move away from me. We are alive to each
other.

The world of my students is far more complex, a hybrid world, a
world i transition. For them, some of the old world survives, but it is
confusingly intermingled with the new, artificial world of electronic
communication. Up to now, this has been mostly one-way communica-
tion; the recipients are physically and mentally passive. The faces on the
television screen speak and speak—my students have been watching
and listening in some cases for five hours a day or more, since the age of
one, two, or three. I cannot compete with this. Three hours of class a
week for fourteen weeks is no time at all compared with the television
they have seen. Their authority figures are two-dimensional and these
figures cannot hear. They neither take offense nor do they rebuke; their
brief utterances are well suited to the wandering, superficial mentality
fostered by the ever-flickering monitor.

The world of television, by inducing passivity and unresponsiveness,
has cut many of the human threads and connections that once bound
people together into working communities. Lewis Mumford compared
life 1n front of the television screen to life in a space capsule, frightening
in its absolute isolation.” Passivity and alienation are not communal
virtues.

To the extent that television has weakened American communal life,
it has weakened comniunal power, the only etfective power to limit con-
sumption, pollution, and the degradation of nature. This would appear
to lock us into a hopeless spiral of decline, for television promotes these
very evils while weakening the communal ability to resist them.

[t this were all the threat that electronic communication has to offer,
we might conceivably fmd ways to cope with the challenge, formidable
as 1t 1s. We might, tor example, take advantage of the fact that televi-

sion, which has helped to ruin communites, has not elinmated the
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desire of most people to be part of a community. A lonely consumer,
however passive, is a dissatisfied consumer—unstable, even rebellious.
Could we use this instability to fashion a revolt against television? Not
any more. Not in the age of e-mail and the Internet.

Perhaps unconsciously, the developers of electronic communication
have come up with the perfect counterstrategy to prevent us from using
the loneliness of people caught in the television culture to wean them
away from the tube and back into the community. This counterstrategy
is the creation of pseudocommunities, my word for assemblages of elec-
tronically linked people. Pseudocommunities have arisen as substitutes
for the real ones that are going or gone. Pseudocommunities are making
everyone (or nearly everyone) feel good again, are replacing enervating
passivity with a semblance of activity, creativity, and choice; but they are
keeping the reality of true neighborly, communal responsibility and
judgment far away.

Among the most familiar, albeit relatively primitive, systems of elec-
tronic, two-way communication, precursors of the pseudocommunity,
are the recorded or electronically voice-simulated phone operators. Few
people are left in the United States and Canada who have not had their
blood pressure raised five or ten points by a patronizing recorded voice
saying, “If you want to discuss your bill, press one now; if you want to
speak to a nurse to schedule an appointment, press two now; if this is an
emergency, press three now; if. . . .” Making fun of this is like shooting a
sitting duck; I leave it to those who earn a living as nightclub comedians
or humor columnists. But a few words will not be amiss. These systems
are a threat to communities, paving the way for pseudocommunities, in
that they accustom us to dealing with facsimiles of people in our daily
lives. Whether people or facsimiles do a better job is irrelevant—there
is more to life than maximizing the efficiency of daily transactions
(although electronic operators rarely do that—they waste vast amounts
of time). Daily transactions between real people are one of the things
that can make life worth living,

There is usually nothing that one can do about recorded and simu-
lated voices except hang up, which is not always practical. The ruse of
pretending that I don’t have a touch-tone phone has been nullified by
the demand that I speak the number of my response to the electronic
voice decoder. Only in the case of the artificial information operator
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at 411 1s there any remaining possibility of satisfaction. When the bright,
phony voice says, “What city please? [ answer “‘wuszch wuszch
wuszch” in a low monotone. This baffles the computer and a real oper-
ator picks up. How the phone company will deal with this in the future
I don’t know, but they will find a way. Perhaps a sublethal zap of elec-
tricity through the receiver’s earpiece will modify my Luddite behavior.

Lately, when the wonders of the age of information and communi-
cation have got me down, I have revived my spirits by rereading three
exceptional books, Jane Austen’s Emma and Elizabeth Gaskell's Ft7ves
and Daughters and North and South.” These books take place almost entirely
within a few miles of the houses of the central characters, and they
describe the increclible subtlety and wealth of interactions, for good and
evil, that one experiences in a real community. In the sort of communities
described by Austen and Gaskell, the passions and activities of love,
hatred, sexuality, compassion, selfishness, and intellectual intercourse,
modulated by and expressed through the life of the community, take on a
complexity and richness that cannot occur in an electronically facilitated
pseudocommunity. It a later chapter, I will give Jane Austen some of the
attention she deserves, but here I must get back to pseudocommunities.

It seems that almost every advance of our technology brings more
social disintegration. Consider interactive video communication, which
is already a part of distance learning and many telephones. To the voice
in the receiver has been added the face on the screen, and this changes
everything. The feature that kept the conventional, hardwired telephone
from destroying communities i1s the lack of visual information that
accompanied the voice. The disembodied voice was a constant reminder
of what the telephone really brings about: communication between
people who are actually, demonstrably, perhaps distressingly distant
from one another. Like a letter, a phone call was received in private from
someonc who was elsewhere. Add a picture, and the privacy and sense
of distance are disturbed, replaced by an illusion of proximity, a mockery
of coutext. 'This is another step on the road to pseudocommunity.

But the danger to communities of interactive video is trivial conipared
with that of e-mail and the Internet. Here I fly in the face of conventional
opinion; this technology. is supposed to be a liberating force in society,
and in some ways 1t 5. Using electronic communications, one can send

a message to any person in the world who 1s in the network. or direct 1t
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to large groups of people simultaneously. It is much harder now for
repressive governments or powerful interests to hide news that runs
counter to their interests. What better way to promote the free demo-
cratic exchange of ideas, to create a “global community”? But there are
several catches.

First, the centralized nodes through which all Internet messages pass
will always make them vulnerable to censorship and tampering. And
compared with old-fashioned spying, covert electronic manipulations
are faster, cheaper, and pose little personal risk for the people carrying
them out. The technology of privacy and security of communication is
in a perpetual race with the technology of invasion and manipulation of
the information transmitted. Like the arms race or the evolutionary
battle between plants and the insects that eat them, there are no perma-
nent winners and losers.

Far more significant is that the Internet fosters the sensation of being
part of a community of people living in the same region and working,
creating, and playing together for the common good. But the sensation
is only that, for at the end of the day when you in Vermont and your
electronic correspondents in western Texas, Delhi, and Yorkshire go to
sleep, your climates will still be different, your time zones will still be
different, your landscapes and soils will still be different, your local envi-
ronmental problems will still be different, your cultures and histories
will be different, and, what is most important, your neighbors will still
be different; and while you have been creating the global community
you will have been neglecting them.

The speed and simplicity of communicating electronically can be
alluring and habit-forming. Unlike ordinary letter writing, anything that
comes to mind can be conveyed instantly with little bother, and can
receive an instantaneous response. Thousands and millions of streams
of consciousness are accessible by cable or wireless. But this is not
necessarily an advantage; it is often a problem. In a proper, durable
relationship, many thoughts, after careful reflection, should be left un-
said. Careful reflection takes time and sometimes privacy, assets that we
have stupidly wished away. Equally important, if we hope to make valid
judgments about things and people, we must have information from all
the senses, information that can never be conveyed fully by words, or
even pictures on a monitor. The failure of many electronically formed
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love affairs, once the couple finally meet face-to-face, is a case in point.
There is no easy, glamorous way to be part of a community. The phrase
“global community” is an oxymoron.

Pseudocommunities detract from the real work of community build-
ing, which, although deeply gratifying, requires painstaking, persistent
efforts and perpetual learning that continue as long as one keeps on
breathing,

Communication is good and necessary, but not at the expense of
communal integrity, which requires a balancing measure of separation
of one community from another, and, at times, of one individual from
another. Electronic communications systems lack this balance, this
subtle regulation of communal function. In the pseudocommunity of
e-mail and the Internet it is becoming harder and harder to maintain
the kind of personal boundaries that add strength and diversity to real
communities and keep them, in most cases, from flying apart.

Constantly there are new products and systems of electronic com-
munications coming on the market. Reality is being replaced with
virtual reality. Where will this end? For it will end in the not-too-far-off
future. It will end because the global pseudocommunity 1s and will
increasingly become economically unstable. As energy and material
resources rapidly grow scarcer and more expensive, the Internet, which
is very resource-consumptive, may not be as readily available as it is
now. Moreover, for the great majority of users, electronic communica-
tions do not help to create real, durable wealth or benefits. The human
and natural resources devoted to these electronic systems are not result-
ing in a socially acceptable outpouring of necessary material goods and
services. Instead, production, local economic stability, and communal
security are sacrificed to transient efficiencies, destabilizing luxuries,
and the quick profits of distant entrepreneurs.

Although they do not create much real wealth, the new communica-
tions enable wealth to be shifted rapidly from place to place. Under
these circumstances of global free trade, instantaneous global finance,
nstantaneous global exchange or theft of wealth-producing ideas, and
facilitated global exploitation of distant resources, it is becoming diffi-
cult for most real communities—and people - to continue the slow
accumulation or evenn maintenance of assets that is a condition of sur-

vival. As our real communities and nations become more impoverished,
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the accumulated wealth and social order that have supported the infor-
mation research, the electronic hardware and software, and the enor-
mous energy consumption of the Internet* will be beyond our means to
provide. At this point, the whole network is likely to fragment and con-
tract.

The new systems of communication will also be rejected for social
reasons. In addition to being exploitative and expensive, consumers
rather than generators of wealth, pseudocommunities are thin, transient,
and above all unsatisfying.> Although it is fun to play electronic games
simultaneously with hundreds of partners in several dozen countries,
this kind of fun does not sustain any but the shallowest of existences.
Moreover, the loss of real human contact, combined with the break-
down of defined boundaries of self and community, will not be toler-
ated by most of us forever. Already, research is indicating that those who
spend the most time on the Internet and in e-communication are among
the loneliest people in our society.® Pseudocommunities are seductive,
but at some point, most of us will rediscover that face-to-face friends
and coworkers are superior to virtual ones.

In an article in the New York Times about campus e-mail, reporter Trip
Gabriel wrote that on many campuses, electronic communication is
preventing the development of meaningful, communal relationships.

Dormitory lounges are being carved up for clusters of computers,
student unions are declining as gathering places, and computer-
wired dorm rooms are becoming, in some cases, high-tech
caves. . ..James Banning, an environmental psychologist at
Colorado State University who surveyed some 100 university
housing officers last year, remarked: “Universities are saying: ‘Oh,
my God, they’re in their rooms. How can we ever build a sense of
community . . . if they don’t come out?””’

In one extreme case, a student described by Gabriel communicated
with his roommates by e-mail even though they were sitting a few feet
apart in the same room. But another student, who had become dissatis-
fied with electronic socializing, said, “It’s easier to just meet someone.
You Jearn how much of a difference it makes to see someone in person
and actually talk to them.”
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Llectronic forms of communications are stil relatvely new and
exciting. Indeed. for some who are infirm and handicapped, electronic
conmunication can provide a lite-saving source of human contact; and
for anyone the Internet, if used judiciously, 1s a wonderful and quick
source of information. We should not, however, contound the value of
the Internet for providing information with its value as a substitute for
CommunIy.

I remember a photograph of a baby monkey in a psychological ex-
periment: it was being raised in isolation with a surrogate “mother”
made of wire covered with terry cloth.” The monkey was clinging to the
device, but it looked profoundly sad and anxious. For most of us. 1 the
end, as the dust gathers and the glamor tades, our pseudocomnunites
of silicon and plastic and hquid crystal will prove no more comforting

and no more nurturing than a surrogate mother of wire and terry cloth.

OBSOLESCENCE

At the end of the Cretaceous period, the last cinosaurs disappeared
from the earth, setting off an evolutionary jubilee among the Milquetoast-
like mammals that survived them, and preparing the ground for what
was to become, sixty-five million years later, a permanent source of
gainful occupation for scientists whose job it is to wonder why the di-
nosaurs cied out. Scores of reasons have been given for this remarkable
concatenation of extinctions. Global chmate and sea level were
changed by a city-sized asteroid striking the earth near what is now the
Yucatan, or by a massive set of volcanic eruptions, or by the solar sys-
tem passing through the core of a giant molecular cloud, perhaps col-
liding with a supercomet loosened from the Oort cluster, which orbits
the Sun beyond Pluto. Theories of catastrophic extinction abound.
Some of the most daring even conjure up the specter of an unseen com-
panion star to our Sun. named Nemesis, whose eccentric orbit brings a
wave ol potentially deadly comet showers--and extinctions- every
twenty-six million vears. But there are also paleontologists who argue

that the chinosaurs went away gradually, not suddenly. over a period of
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