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THE WATCHDOG AND THE TH1EF

n *1964; just as the Beatlés wete launching -théir inYasion of
America’s airwaves, Mirshall McLuhan' published Understand-
ihg Media: The Exténsions of Man and ’transformeéd himself
from an obscure academic into a star. Oraciilar, gnomic, and mind-
bending, the book was-a perfett product of the sixties, that now-
distafit decade of acid trips and moon shots, inner ahd-outer voyag-
ing. Understdnding Melia was at héart & prophecy, and what it proph-
esied was the disstlution 6f the lineat ifind. McLuhan déclared that
the “electric media” of "the twentieth ‘century—telephone, ‘radio,
movies, television—were breakihg the “tyranny of text over our
thoughts and“senses. Qur isolated, fragmented selves, locked for
centuries inh the private reading of *printed pages, were becoming
whole again, merging into the global equivalent ®f a-tiibal village.
We* were approachirig “the technological siinfilation of conscious-
ness,“whén the credtive process of knowing will be¢olléctively and
corporitely extended t6 the whole of human society.™
Even at the crest of its faie, Undefstahd?ﬁg Média was "2 book
thoré talked abbut thin read’ Today it has become’a cultural relic,
consignedto'media studies:courses in universities. But McLuhan, as
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much a showman as a scholar, was a master at turning phrases, and
one of them, sprung from the pages of-the book, lives on as,a pepu:
lar saying: “The medium is the message.” What's been forgotten in
our repetition of this enigmatic aphorism is that McLuhan was not
just acknowledging, and celebrating, the transformative power of
new communication technologies.-Hé was also sounding a warning
about the threat the power poses—and the risk of being oblivious to
that threat. “The electric technology is within the gates,” he wrote,
“and wezare numb, déaf, blind and mute abput its gncpynter withithe
Gutenberg technology, on and through which the American way of
life was formed.™

McLuhan understood thatwherrever a new medium comes along,
people naturally get caught up in thie information—the “content”—it
carries. They cafe about the news irrthe newspaper, the music on the
radio, the shows.on, the TV, the words spoken by the person on the
far entl.of the phone ling:The technology, of the med%umfhoyever
asténi§l;ing'i§imayé be, d}sapgears,bebin'di whatever flows-through

it,—r—facts,*e‘i)tgrta,inmpnt‘, ingtruction, convegsation. When people

start, debating (as, they always do) whether,the.medium’s effects are.
good ar had, it’s the cohtent;they wrestle oyer. Enthusiasts celebrate
it;.gkepties decry it. The.terms.of the.argument have: been pratty,
much the same for every new, informational medjum,-going;back
at least tp the books.that .came off Gutenberg’s, press. El}'ghusiasts,,
with good zeason, préj§g the torrent.of new, content that the techngl-,
ogy, uncorks, seeing it.as signaling a, “democratization” of culture...
Skeptigs, with equally good zeason, tondemn the cragsness, of the,
coptent, viewing it as signaling a “dumbing,down” of culture.Qne
side’s abundant Eden is the other’s vast wasteland., |, o9 »
The Internet is the latest medium to spur this«debate- The, clash
between . Net ‘enthysiasts and Net skeptics, carried-out over.the last
two decades through, dezéns of books.and articles and thousands
of .blog posts, ;s{ji_lezqé clips, ‘and- podcasts, has.become as polarized
as;ever, with the former Keralding.a new.golden age of aecess and
ﬁaj‘t’iﬁ‘lggt‘ion and the lattér bemoaning a new dark age.of medivc-

THE WATCHDOG AND THE THIEF

rity :and narcissism. The-debate has been important—content .d
matter—buyt becausé it hinges on personal ideology-arfd taste, it has
gone dowrr areul-de-sac. The views have betome extreme, the attacks
personak ““Luddite!”™ sneers the enthusiast. “Philistinel” scoffs the
skeptic. “Cassandra!™ “Polyannal” -

What both erithusiast and skeptic missis what McLuhan saw: that
inithe:long run a medium's content matters less thamthe medium
itself-in:influenting how we think and act. As our window dnto the
world; 4nd enta durselves, a.popular medium molds what we.seerand
how we see it—and eventually, if we use.it enough, itchanges-who
‘we are,-as jndividudls-and:as a:society. “The effects. of technology
da rfot.accur at the:Jevel of opinions<or toncepts?” wrote Mckuhan.

“Rather;sthey =lter. patterns of perception steadily-and without .ahy
resistangé.’s:The+shbwman.exaggerates to"make.his jpoint, but the
point stands.;Mediawork their magic, or their.mischief, on-the ner-
vous sysfem-tself. 5 =y 5

Our fdcus on -@-medium’s: content.can blind us to these deep
efféets. We'rezoo busy-being dazzled or-disturbed by the program-
mingsto noticg what’s going on inside.our heads. In thé"enﬂ,_\we:come
to pretend that.thestechnologyitdelf doesn’t matter.It’s how we use
it’:tlfa’t{natters,nw stell'oursélves.*The implication; comforting in its
hubris,.is that we're ini tontrol: The technology is just i tool, inert
until we pick it up and inert again once we set it aside.

McLuban quoted a self-serving pronouricement by David Sar-

noff; the media mogul who pioneered radio at'RCA and television
at NBC. In a speech at the University of.Notre.Dame in 1955, Sar- |
noff dismissed criticism of the mass media‘on which he had built |
his empire and his fortune. He turned the blame for any ill effects
away from.the technologies and onto the listeners and viewers: “We
are too prone to'make technologieal instruments the scapegoats for
the sins of those who wield them. The products of modern science

-are not in-themselves good:ar bad; it is the way they are used that
determines their value.” McEuhan scoffed at thé idea, chiding Sar-

noff. for speaking with “the voice-of:the current somnambulismi:™
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Every-new medium, -McLuhan -understaod, changes us: “Our con+
ventional Tesponse.to all média, namely that it is how-they are used
that counts, is thre numb stance of the technological idiot,” he wrote:
The content of.a medium is-just “the juicy piece'of meat-carried.by
the bufglar to distract'the watchidog of the mind.'s

Not even Meluhan‘could haveiforeseen the feast that the:Internet
has laid .before us: one course-after another, each.juicier than'the
last, with hardly a moment to catch our-breath between bites. As
nétworked computers have shrunk tothe size 'of iPhones and Black=
Berrys, the feast has becoine a movable one, available-anytime, any-
where. It’s in ourhome, dur office, our car, our classroom, bur purse;
our pocket. Even people who are wary of the Net’s ever-expanding
influence rarely allow. theit concerns to get in the way of:their use
and enjoyment of the technoldgy.-The.movie <critic David Thorhson
once observed that “doubts can*be renideted feeble in'the face-of the,
¢ertainty-of the medium."” He was talking about the-cinema and how
it projécts its sensatién$ and sensibilities.not only onto‘the moévie
screen but ‘onto .us, the engrossed and compliant .audience. His
cornment applies with’ evenrgreater foree to-the Net. THe computer
screen bulldozes otr doubts ‘with its Bounties and.convernientes: It
is.s@mch dur sérvant.that it 'would s€em churlish to notice that it

is;also bur-master. 3
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HAL AND ME

-ave, stop. Stop, will you? Stop, Dave. Will you stop?” So the

supercomputer HAL pleads with the implacable astronaut
Dave Bowman in a famous and weirdly poignant scene
toward the end of Stanley Kubrick’s 20.01:.4 Space Odyssey. Bowman,
having.nearly been sent to a deep-space death by the,malfunction-
ing machiney is-calmly, coldly-disconnecting the memory circuits
that control its artificial-brain. “Dave, my mind is going,” HAL says,
forlornly. “I can feel it. I can feel it.”

I can feel it tgo. Over the last few years I've had an uncomfort-
able sense that someone, or something, has been tinkering with my
brain, remapping the neural circuitry, reprogramming the memory.
My mind isn't going—so far as I can tell—but it’s changing. I'm
not thinking the way I used to think. I feel it mfost strongly when
I'm reading. I used.to find it easy to immerse myself in a book or a
lengthy .article. My mind would get caught up in the twists of the
narrative or thre turns of the argument,and I'd spend hours strolling
through long stretches of prosesThat’s rarely the case anymore. Now
my concentration starts to drift after a page or two. I.get fidgety, lose
the thread, begin looking for something else-to do. I feel like I'm
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always dragging my wayward brain back-to the text. The deep read-
ing that used to come naturally has-become a struggle.

I think I know what'’s gbing on: For well over-a decade now, I've
been spending a’lot of time enline, searching and surfing and some-
times adding to the great databases of the Internet. The Web’s been
a godsend to me asa writer. Research that once required days in the
stacks or periodical rooms of libraries.can now be done in minutes.
‘A few Google.searches, some quick clicks*on hyperlinks, and T've

zgot the telltale fact orthe pithy.quote I was after. I couldn’t begin
to tally the hours or the gallons of:gdsoline the Net has saved me. I
do most of my banking and a lot of my shopping online. I use.my’
browser to pay my bills,*schedule my appointments, bock flights
and hotel rooms, renew' my driver’s license, send invitations and ~
greeting cards. Even when I'm not-working, I'm as likely asnot to be
foraging in the Web’s data thickets—reading and writing e-mails,
scanning headlines and blog posts, following Eacebook updates,
watching video streams; downloading music, orjusttripping lightly
from link to'link to link. ) !

The Net has become,my-all;purpose medium, the, conduit-for
most .of the informationsthat‘flows through«ny eyes and:ears'and
into'my mind. The advantages of having-immediate access tozsuch
an incredibly rich and easily searched store.ofrdata are’:many, and
they've been widely described dnd duly applauded. “Google,” says*
Heather Pringle;«a writer Witthr‘chaéoldgy thagazine, “ig an astén-
ishirig.boon to’hunanity, gathering up and-concentrating informa-
tion and ideas that were once scattered so broadly ground.the world'
that hardly anyone could profit from them.™Observes Wired’s Clive
Thompgson, “The-perfect recall,of*silicon mernory can*be an enor-
mous-boon to thinking.” ;

The hoons are real.:But they come at a‘price. As.McLuhan;sug-
gested, media-aren’t just channels of infotmation..They supply the;
stuff of thoyght;hut they-atso-shape tlre- process+of thought.-And
what the Nét-seems to be doing is-chipping away. my-capacity{qr cons
cehtration ahd contemplation. Whether I'm online or not; my fnind
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now expects'to take in information the way the Net distributes it!
in a swiftly mdving stream of particles. Once 1'was atscuba diver in
the sea of words."Now I zip along the surface like a guy on-a Jet Ski.

Maybe I'm an abérration, an outlier. But-it doesn’t seeny that way.
Wlieni I mentiort my troubles with -reading to frignds, many. say
they're suffering from similar-afflictions. Thetmore they usé the
Web, the rhorethey have fo fight ¢ stay-focused. on long pieces of
writing: Sorite, worry.they're’ bevoming chronit #tatterbrains: Sev-
eral of the bléggers I follew'have also mentioned the pherromenon.
Scott Karp,-who uséd torwork for a maghzine-and now writes a blog
about*online.media;.confesses that hé has stopped reading books
altogefhe& 4l was*a-]it major-in callege, and-used to be [a] véracious
bodk’ reader,” *hé writes. *““Wlrat- happéned?”-He ‘speculates oh the
answer: “What if Fdo allsnyreadihg on'the web not §o-much because
the way’I read has changed, i.e. T'mjust ‘seeking cériveniente, but
because-the wdy I THINK Hhas changed?s

Bruce Friedman, who blogs about the use of:computers in medi-
cine,-has als6 describéd how thie Internet is altering his mental hab-
its. “I iow-have almost totally lost the ability to read and absorba
longish artitleton thesweb or in’print,” he Says.¢ A pathologist on
thefaculty of the University of Miehigan Medical School, Friedman
elaboratéd on his cofithent in a teléphohe conversation with me.
His thinkihg, he sait, has taken on a=“staccato” quality, reflécting
the way he quickly scan short passages of text from manysources
online. “I can't Yead War ifid Péade-anyriioré,” he adrhitted: “I've Tost
the ability’to do that. Even a blog post of mofe than thrée or'four
pdragraphs 1s too ‘miich-té absosb:k skim it.” *

Philip Davisya doctoral studerft in communication‘at Cornell who
cohtributes 4o the Society for-Scholatly Publishing’s blog, recalls a
time back-in the 1990s whelt he showed a frierid how to use-a'Web
browser.-He says he was “astohished? and-“everr irfitated” when
the woiffan paused to-read thé text on the sites she stumbled upon.
“You're fiot Supposed to read web pages, just ¢lick on‘the hypertexted
words!”-he scolded her. Now, Davis writes, “I read a lot—or at least
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I'should.be readihg allot—only I don't. I skim.:I scroll. I have very
littlepatience for long, drawn-out, nuancetrarguments, even though
I accuse others of painting.the world too simply.”s :
Karp, Friedman, and Davis:—all well-educated men-with a Keen-
ness for writing—sseem fairly,sahguine dbout the decay of their fdc:
ulties for reading .and concentriting: All things consilered; they
say, the benefits they get from using the-Net—quick dccess to loads
of information, potent searching-and filtering tools; an easy way to
share their opinibns with assmall butinterested audience—makeup
for the loss of their ability-to sit.stiH-arfd turn th& pages of a bogk ot
a magazine. Friedman*told*mé, in an.e-mail, that he’s “never ‘been
more creative” than he Has been recently, and-he attributes that- “to
my blpg, and the,ability to review/scan ‘tons’ of informtation on the
web.* Katp has come. to believe-that reading, lqts “of short, linked
snippets online is a more efficient way to expand ‘his-ngind. than
reading “250-page boboks,” though, he says, “we ran’t yet recognize
the superiority of this fletworked thinkifig-process becausé we're
measuring it.against our old-linear thought process.® Muses Davis;
“The+Internet may-have made me ajlesy patient reader, byt I think
that in many ways, it has- madesme; smarter: More . connegtions td
documents, artifacts, and people:means more external influghces
on my thinking and thus-on my Wwriting.”” All thre¢ know theylye
sacrificed something important, but.they wonldn’t go back to the
way things-uged to be._ . .o
For, some pegple, the very idéa of reading. a book has, come. to
seem old-fashioned, qnaybe gven a little sily=-like sewing your owh
shirts or butchering yotr-own medt. “Iidon’t read.books,” says Joe
O’Shea, a former président-of the stiident Body at Florida State, Urii-
versity and a 2008 recipient of g Rhodes Scholarship: “I go,to Google,
andI can absorbrrelevant information/quickly.” QiShea, 2 philosophy
major, doesn't seeanyteason to plow through chapters of text when
it takes but a:minute or two to cherry-pick.the pertifient passages
using Google Book Search. “Sjtting down and going-through a beok

- "y
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from coVer.to:coverddesn’'t make sense,” he'says. “It’s not a gdod use
of my time'a§] can getall fhe information:Lneed faster through.the
Web:>As’soon as you'learnr o be.“a skilled huhter”,online; he.argues,
books-become,superfluous.? .

O'Shea seems. mhore. the“rule than the exception: In 2008, a
research and consulting outfit.called nGenera released a.study of
the effects of Iriternet use on the young. The company interviewed
some six thousand membeérs of what it calls.“Generation Net"—kids
-‘who have.grown-up using thé Web. “Digital immefsion,” wrote the
lead researcher, “has eyen affected the way they absorb information.
They don’t necessarily read.a-page fromrleft -to right and: from. top
to bottom. They might instead skip around, scanning: for pertinent
information of interest.” In a talk at a recent Phi Beta Kappa meets
ing, Duke University professor Katherine Hayles confessed, “I can’t
get my-students to read-whele books.anymore.”° Haylesteaches Eng:
lish; the-students she’s talking-about are students of literature:

Peopléuse the.Internet in all sorts of ways. Some are eager, even
compulsive adopters of the latest. technologies: They.keep.accounts
with a“dozerr or more phline. services and .subscribe to scores of
information feeds.. They blog and they tag, they text and they twit-
ter. Others don’t-much care about -being on the'cutting edge -but
nevertheless fimd themgelves online.most'of the-time, tapping away
at their desktop, their laptop, or.their mobile phone. The:Net has
become essential to their sork; school, or social lives, and often to
all three. Stil} dthers dog on only.a few times-a*day—to check ‘their
e-mail, follow:a story in the news, research # topic of interest, or do

some shopping. And there are, of course, many people who don't

use'the Internet at all, either be¢ause they can’t afford to or because
they don’t want to. What's clear; though, is that for soctety as a whole
the Net has-becomey injjust the twenty years since the’software pro-
grammer Titi'Berners:Leeswrate the.code for the World Wide Web,
the communjcatien-and inférmation medium of choice. The scope
of its use is unpretedented,€ven,by the standards of the mdss media
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of thestwentiet.century:-The scope of its-ipfluence is-equallybfoad.
By.cHoice Or'necessity;we've gn}bra_;:ediﬁ;g»N’et’s*uniquel)’r"rapjgi:ﬁ;ré
modeof col}edtingtaxid dispensinginformatiort.« B ?
We:seem to have arrived, as McLuhansai"Jﬂ@woplgl,‘ atanimpor:

tant-juncture in qur igféllectgal»,and Culturahﬁistorx, -a mqment of
‘transition. between. wo-yvery. different modes “of thinKing. -What
we're.frading awgy in return for:thériches of the Net=—and'only &
curinudgeon-would.refuseto see theriches—ig'what.Karpealls “oyr
otd linear thought pracéss.Calm,.focused; imdi,stractefd’f the linear.
mind dsibeifig pushed asidesby7a new kind of mifid.thdt wants .and-
needs-totake ih’and.dole:but inforntation in.sHort; disjointed, ofteh
overlapping bursts—the faster, the bettér. John Battellé, # onietime
magazirre editér and’journalism professorswhonow runs an.ynline
advyertising:syndicate,has described;the iﬁ’eellectual;ffis,sonwln}e expes
riences when skittering*across Weh, pages:*“Whend am:performing:
bricolage “iryreal time over the course ofthours,?I.am- ‘feeling’ shiy
brain light up, I{am] ‘feeling’ like I'tn getting smrartel.”™ Mastof us

have-eéxperieneed similar-sehsations while onlinei*The feelings are

{ntoxiciting—so:mueh So thatsthrey candistract.us-from:the Net's
deeper cﬁg&iit‘;\ge tbnsequences, <o RS i,

For the last five:éenturies, eversince:Gutenberg’s’ printing press
made book-reading a poptdar-pursuit, thé dinear; litérary-mind has
‘beén it the centersof 'art:':sdefice”, artd, society«As supple as it i§-sub:
tle, it's.been theimaginativesntind of the Renaissénce;,-the rational

mind %of the ‘Enlightenntent,~tHe: inventive mindsof-fhe Industrial

Revolution;yeven thesubversive mind of- Modernism. Itnyay soon-be
yesterday’s mind; - : . :
% T # wEs . 1
i 2 E e s . Ao
THE-HAL 9007 cornputex svas«borr, or*madeoperational,” as-HAL
himigelf himbly put‘it; onfanuary.12; 1992:;;‘111 a'mhythical computer
plant dn. Urbdnd, Illinoisk L was borm almbst;aéxécﬂy thirtythree
years.€arliersifi January'of 1959,4n anothey midwestern-city,-Cincin®

nati;-©Ohio. My life, like.the lives of most Baby Boomers and Genera

T T o o
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tionsXer$;hds unfolded-like.a twosact play. It operred with*Analogue
Youth and ther, after 3 quick but thorough shuffling ofithie props, it
enterédDigital Adulthood. - * :

“WHeh I sumfhonup 1m‘ages from.my. early. years; they. seem at
onceé con‘lfortmg and alien,slike. stills' from-a G-rated David Lynch
film, There’s the bulky mustard-yellow"telephorre affixedto the:wall
of onrfkitehen; withits rotary.dial-and long, coiled cord: There’s my.
dad ﬁﬂ&ling with thre rabbit:ears qn-top of the TV, vainly-trying to get
rid of thesnow obscuring the Reds game. There's the rolled-up, dew*
dampened morning mrewspaperlying in.our gravel driveway. There’s
the hi-ficonsole inz,thediving'ro;)m, a few record. jackets.and- dust
sleeves (some frorh my oldersiblings’ Beatles albums) scattered on
the-carpetaround it: And downstairs, in-themustybasement.family
ro6m, there.ate thesbooks on, the bookshelves—lots of books—with
theirmany:coldred spines,.each bearing-a.title and the namre of a
writer. - RN "%

JAn1977, the yearsStar-Wars came out and the Apple. Computer
corfipany Was incorporated,:I heided to New Hampshire to attend
DartmouthCollege..I.didn'tknow it when 1 applied; but Dartmouth
had lohg-been aTeaderin academic computing, playing a pivotal role
in makingithespower of-data-processing-machifies easily availableto
students and: teachers: The college’s ptesident, John Kemeny,-wis a
respécte(f'Cbmplftex{stie“ntistwho in 1972 hat.written an influential
book called*Man and the Coimputer. He hadralso, a detade before that,
béen one‘the inventors of BASIC, the first programming. language
to use‘cgmimon words and everyday syntax. Near the center of the
schobl’s'greunds; just behindithe fieo-Georgian Baker Library with
its soaring bellk ibWer,‘squatted the single-story Kiewit:Computation
Center, a drab, ¥aguely.futuristit- copcrete building that housed-the
School’s pair of Géneral Electric'GE-635 mainframe’computers. The
mainfrarhes.ran the groundbreaking -Dartmouth-Time-Sharing Sys:
tem,;’%'"n ‘early.type of network-that allowed-dozens of people.to use
the computets sitpultangously. - Fime-sharipg.was the first manifes-
tation of what we taday call personal coinputing. It made possible, as

B
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Kemeny wrote in his book, %3 true symbiotic relationship betweern
man and computer.”? s =¥ ’

1 was an English major and went to ‘greatlehigths to avoid math
and science’classes, but'Kiewit occupied a strategic location on cdm-
pu's, midway betweén mydotni and Fraternity Row,.arid.on weekend
evenings 4’d.often spend an hour or.twt at.a ferminal in the public
teletype.room while waiting for-the keg: parfies to get.rolling: Usu-
ally, I'd fritter.away thé time playing one-of the'goofily primitive mul-

tiplayer gamies that the undergraduate programrhers—="sysprogs,”
they-talled.themselves—had hacked together: But I' did manage to
teach myself how to use the system’s cumbersome word-processing
program and eventlearnéd a few.BASIC eommands.

That'was just a digital dalliarrce. For every hourI passed in Kiewit,
I must have spent two dozer next Hoor in Baker. I crammed for
exams in the.library’s cavernous .reading: room, looked uip facts in
the weighty volumes on the reference shelves, and worked part-time
checking books in and.out at the circulation désk. Mosf of my library
time, though, went to wandering the lang, narrow corridorsof the
stacks. Despite being surroundéd by tens ofthousands of books; 1
don’t remember feeling the anxiety-that’s symptoratic-of what wé
today call “information overload.” There was something calming
in the reticence of .all those.bpoks, their ‘willingness to wait years,
.decades-even, for the right readerto come.along and pull tHem from
their appointed slots: Take yout time, the books whispered.to me in
their dusty voices. We're not.going anytwhere. s

It-was*in 1986, five years-after I left Dartmouth, that comput-
ers entered my life in earnest. To my wife’s dismay, I spent Tearly
our entire savings,.some $2,000, on one of Apple’s earliest: Ma¢in-
toshes—a Mac ‘Plus-decked out with a single-megabyte of RAM 4
20-megabyte -hard drive, and: a tihy black-ahd-white screen.-I still
recall the éxcitement.] felt as I unpacketl.the‘little beige machine. I
set it on my desk, plugged in the keyboard and mouse, and flipped
the power switch. It lit up, sounded a welcoming chime, and smiled
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at me as it went through the mysterious routines that brought it to
life. I was smitten.

The Plus did double duty as both a.home and a business com-
puter. Every day,.I lugged it into the offices of the managemtent con-
sulting firm where I worked as an editor., I used Microsoft Word
to.revise proposals, reports, and presentations, and sometimes I'd
launch Excel to key in revisions to a consultant’s spreadsheet. Every
evening, I carted it-back home, where I used, it to keep track of the
family finances, write letters, play games-(still goofy, but less primi:
tive), and—most diverting-of all—cobble together simple databases
using the .ingenious HyperCard application that back then came
with.every Mac. Created by Bill Atkinson, one of Apple’s most inven-
tive programmers, HyperCard incorporated a hypertext systemthat
anticipated thelook and feel of.the World Wide Web. Where on the
Web you click links on pages, on HyperCard you clicked buttons on
cards—Dbut theﬁide}a; and its seductiveness, was the same.

The computer, I began to sense, was more. than just a simple tool
that did what you told it to do. It was a machine that, in subtle but
unmistakable ways exerted-an influence over yqu. The more I used
it, the more it altered the way I worked: At first I had found it impos-
sible to edit anything on-screen. I'd print out a document, mark it
up with a pencil, and type the revisions back into the digital yersion.
Then I'd print it out again and take;another pass, with the pencil,
Sometimes I'd go through the,cycle a dozen-times a day. But at some
point—and abruptly—my editing routine chahged.,l found I could
no longer write or revise anything on paper. I felt-lost without the
Delete key, the scrollpar, the cut and paste functions, the Undo com-
mand. I had to do all my editing on-screen. In using the word pro-
cessor, I had become som_ethiné of a word processor myself.

Bigger changes came after I bought a modem, sometime around
1990. Up to-then, the Plus had been a.self-contained machine, its
functions limited to whatever software IL.installed on its hard drive.

When hooked up to other computers through the modem, it took on
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a newsidentity anfa new rote.-It was no 16nger just & high-tech Swiss »

Atmy knife. It was a communications medium, a device.for finding,
organizing, aifd sRaringinformation. Ftried all the'online setvices—
CompuServe, Prodigy, &ven Apple’s short-lived eWorld~—but theone
1 stuck with was AmericaOiiline.-My origitial AOL subscriptionlim-
ited 1mie to five hoursonlihe a-week, and I would pdinstakingly patcel
out the precidus minutes4o exchange e-mails with-a g§rall group of
friends‘who also-had AOL accounts, to follow the! convérsatiéns ona
few bullétificboards,sand toread afficles fepririted from hewspapers
and thagazings. T actually grew ford of the$otinid of my modem con-
necting throligh the phioneiries to thé AOLservets:Listenifig t the
bleeps and élangsavaslike overhearing a friendly-argutnent Betwéen
a couple’of robotst 4 £ 8
s By-the rhid-nineties, I had-becomé trapped, not urthappilyzin the
“upgrade-tycle.” I retired the? ‘aglng Plu? in. rg4s#, Teplading it ”\fvxth
a Macintosh- Performa 550 with-a célor streen, aXCD-ROM drive,
53G-megabyte Kard-dtive, ind what/séemed-at th&#inie & Iﬁifacu—
lously fast -33“megahertz processor: Fié- new cemputer required
updated-versions+Of st of the programs-I- qsed, and it Iet me run
all'sorts ofnew ipplicatiors withthe latest Tultimédia féatures. By
the time’1:Had installéd all the ‘neWw softwarethly hard drive was
full+I"had to g8 out dnd buy an externdl drive-a§ & sipplemiént. 4.
added’a=Zip drive tbo—éand#théna CD burner. Within ‘a"kcéﬁple ‘of
yéars, T d'bought-dhother mew désktop, with anfiiéh largér monitor
and @ much faster chip, as-well"ds #pOrtable modélthat I could use
while-traveling:"My empléyer Had, in"the meantime, “binished Macs
ih'favor 6f-Windows'PEs, so’I ‘was-using two different systems, one
at work and oné.at Fiome: S ot

It wasaroufid this same tinie fhat I-starteéd héaring talk'of somie-
thingFcalléd thefintérnét, a mystérious ™network efaietworks” that

promised, accordingté people itr'the’know, tb‘“‘mghange everyth‘mg' ]

A 1994:article ini Wired declired miy beloved “AOL“‘sudcfenly obso-
leté"-A-newinvehtion, the*graphical browsef,” promised a*fax’ frioré
exciting digital experience: “By following the'links—click, and the
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linked document appears—you can travel through the onlifie world
alorig paths of whim-andintuition;”*s I was intrigued, and then I was
hooked. By the end 6f 1995 Thad installed the new Nétscape browser
on my work computer and was usihg it to explore the s’ee"mmgly infi-
nite pages- of. the World' Wide Web. Soon I had -4n ISP account at
Jomté as' well*-afd a muth fister modem ‘to- go Withi*it. I canceled
my AGL-8etvice,

You-kilow: the test of the- "story becatise-it's probably your story
too. Ever-fastér chlps Ever-quicker modems..DVDs énd DVD buin-
ers. Gigabyte- sized-Hard drives’ Yahob and Amazon end eBay. MP3s:
Streamirg vidéb:-Broddband. Napster and Google. BlackBerrys and
iPods. Wi-Fi hetworks. YouTube'dnd Wikipedid. Bloggmg and micro-
blogging. Smartphbnes, thumb drives, netbodks. Who could resist?
Certafhly not 1: "

When,‘the‘W?B Wwent™.0 around 2005, I went 2.0 with if: I became
a social netwdrker-and 3 confent generator, I'registered 4 dofiain,

Toughtypé.cotii,ahd feunched 4 blog. It was éxhilarating, at least for
the first (:ouple of years. I'had been working-as a freelance writer
since the start of the déédde,writing miainly about techfiology, and
Iknew that publishing an afticle’or-a book*was’a slow, involved, and
often’ frustrating businéss. You ‘slavéd over a mariuscript, sent it off
to-a publishet, anid? assitming’ it wasn't serf-back with a rejection
slip, went.through rounds of editing,-fact checking, and prdofread

ing. The' finished*product wouldn't, dppear until weeks 6f months
later. If itwbas 2 ‘book;you 1 x153’ht have'to wait mote than-a year to
see it in print. §lgg§1ng junked the traditiofial publishing apparatus.
You'd type something up, code a few links, hit the’Publish button,

and your work would be out there, immediately, for all the world to
see. You'd also get something you rarely got with more formal writ-

ing: direct responses from readers, in the form of comments or, if

~ the readers had their own blogs, links: It felt new and liberating.,

Reading online felt new and liberating top. Hyperlinks and search

engines delivered an endless supply of words to my screen, along-
i sidepictures, sounds, and videos. As s publishers tore down their pay-
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walls, the fldod of free corftent turned into a tidal wave. Headlines
streamed .around the, clock through, myYahoq horhe page and my
RSS. feed reader.,Ong click on a link led: to a‘dozen or a hundred
more. New e-mails popped into my in-box évery mjinute or twp. I reg-
istered for accounts with MySpace and Facebook, Digg and Twitter.
I started letting my newspaper-and .magazine subscriptions lapse.
Who needed them? By the time the print editions arrived,;dew-
ddmpened or otherwise, Lfelt like:I'd already seen all the stories.
Sometime -in 2007, a serpent of doubt slithered into my info-
paradise. } began to notice that the Net.was exerting a much stron-
ger and-brodder influence,qver me-than my old stand-ajone RC ever
had. It wasn't just that'] was spending so much time staring intp a
computer screen, It wasn't just that so many of my habits apd.rou-
tines were changing as I became more accustomed to and depen-
dent on the sites and services of-the Net. The very way ny brain
worked seemed to be changing. It was then;that I began worrying
about.my inability to-pay.attention to one thing for moge than-z cou-
ple of minutes:-At first I'd figured that the problem was a symptom
of middle-age mind rot. But.my.brain, I realized, wasn’t just drift-
ing. It was hungry. It was demanding o be fed the way the Net fed
it—and the more it was fed, the hungrier it became, Even when I
was away from my computer, I yearned to,check e-mail, ¢ligk links,

do some Googling. ] wanted to be connected. Just assMicrosoft Word |

had tuined me into a flesh-and-blood word processor, the Internet,

I sensed, was turning me into something like a high-speed data-

processing machine, a hurnan HAL. -
.Imissed my old brain. .

"l
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Two

THE VITAL PATHS

riedrich Nietzsche was desperate. Sickly as a child, he had
never fully recovered from injuries he suffered in his
early twenties when he fell from a horse’ while serving in
a mounted artillery unit in the Prussian army. In 1879, his Kealth
problems worsening, he’d:been forced to resign his post as‘a profes-
sor of philology at the University of. Basel. Just thirty-four years old,

{ he began to wander through Europe, seeking relief from his many

ailments. He would head south to the shores of the Meditérranean
when the weather turned cool'in the fall, then north again, to the

1 Swiss Alps or his mother’s home near Leipzig, in the spring. Late in

1881, he rented a.garret apartment in the Italian port city of Genoa.

His Vision was failing, and keeping his eyes focused on a page had
become exhausting and painful, often bringing, on crushing head-
aches and fits of vomiting. ‘He'd been forced to curtail his writing,
¢ and he feared he would soon have to give it up.

At wit's end, he ordered a typewriter—a Danish-made Malling-

Hansen Writing Ball—and it was delivered to"his lodgings during
k' the first weeks of 1882. Invented a few years earlier by Hans Rasmus

]ohann Malling-Hansen, the principal of the Royal Institute for the




