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Communication in the Twenty-first Century

Henry Glassie

The year two thousand: the new millennium is causing us to stop for a thought. We
might have been prompted to look backward in evaluation, for we can know something ab-
out the past. Instead, devotees of progress, we choose to look forward, to speak about the
future. About the future, we can say much but know nothing.

I am asked to speak of communication in the twenty-first century. Accepting my task, 1
find myself acting in a particular western tradition that began, so the story goes, with Jean-
Jacques Rousseau on a road in France. Formulating an answer to the question of progress,
Rousseau was struck violently by the unlikely thought that progress had brought more harm
than benefit to humankind. I expect that what [ am supposed to do is to think of com-
munication in terms of technological progress and then to imagine a future in which every-
one will be wired into oneness and amazing new machines will advance communication. In-
stead, I believe that communication is now in decline and that communication in the new
age will be worse, not better. That is, at least, an interesting critical position, and knowing
no way to envision the future, except by searching history for pattern, I will begin by defin-
ing and describing communication.

Communication is an exchange that brings connection. It is exemplified most perfectly in
the intimate encounter of conversation. People meet and they talk.

The scene is rural. A country lane runs beneath a pale green hill. Low gray clouds sweep
across the sky. The air is cold and wet. Paddy is hacking the hedge along the lane with a
billhook. Tommy enters from the left, wheeling his black bicycle. “That’s a bad day,” says
Tommy in greeting.

“Aye. The worst,” replies Paddy.

They are farmers. Their evaluation of the climate is crucial to their lives. Agreeing on the
weather, they agree on what work should be done in this season. Tommy stops. They turn
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their backs to the wind from the west, and Tommy gives Paddy a cigarette. In the shelter of
Tommy’s coat, Paddy cracks a match and lights them both. “Any news in the town the
day?” asks Paddy.

“Not a haet,” says Tommy.

It is the day of the cattle mart, and Tommy has ridden his bicycle to town to watch. His
answer tells Paddy that there is no change in the price of cattle, the sale of cattle providing
both men the little cash they have.

.“Is James in the house?” asks Tommy.

“Aye. He is,” Paddy replies. They stand side by side, looking at a wet hedge. The wind
whips the smoke east. “Your man’s cows are bad,” says Paddy.

“Aye,” says Tommy. “That’s the way now.” Their cigarettes are finished. Tommy grips
the handlebars and begins to move. “All the best,” he says.

“All the best,” answers Paddy, turning back to the hedge, the billhook in his hard hands.

Little was said, but much happened. Together they gauged the health of the community.
James is in the house, meaning he is still ill, and his neighbors will have to gather soon to
dig his garden so that he will have food in the coming year. James is a good neighbor who
will get help in his time of need. The man left unnamed has refused to help his neighbors in
the past. His cows are failing for want of food. His case was raised, and the men agreed to
offer him no aid, to let the cows, the source of his income, die one by one.

In exchanging news, in trading a cigarette for a match, and pausing from work to smoke
.together, they affirmed their connection. Their words consolidated their community, defin-
ing who belonged and who did not. In word and act, they agreed that they were part of a
larger corporate entity. Each is prepared to help the other. Their sparse words ride upon a
shared understanding of a reciprocal ethic.

When old friends meet, little needs to be said for much to transpire. Sharing the experi-
ence out of which culture is built, sharing the culture out of which social relations are
shaped, old friends can count upon a density of independent, inner response to turn a few
words into a communication, an exchange that brings connection. With connection, matters
of importance can be raised for serious consideration. :

The nature of common communication has been captured best by Samuel Beckett. As I
read Waiting for Godot, the greatest play of the twentieth century, two old friends meet on
the road. Vladimir and Estragon are like Paddy and Tommy. But the few words they say
are left unspoken. Instead, Beckett has them speak’ aloud the complexity of their
anguished, inward, silent responses—the passionate harmony that accompanies the simple
melody of the verbal surface.

The witty comment that Gedot is a play in which nothing happens twice obscures all that
does happen. During two visits from outsiders, the old friends see the rapid decay of hierar-
chical social relations founded on dominance and deference. An angclic boy witnesses to
them of the existence of Godot, for whom they continue to wait. And while they wait, the
old friends determine to stay together, to preserve the connection that their stumbling, halt-
ing communication has created.
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In the common conversation of old friends, spare texts and rich reactions lead to social
commitment. When old friends elevate the dynamic of conversation toward excellence,
their creations retain an abstract formation that shapes a generous, but not limitless, realm
for response. They produce the works of art we call folklore. In the folktale, there is no
psychological elaboration, no descriptive digression, no ideological coercion. The narrative
unfolds geometrically. Minimally characterized personages move across undescribed land-
scapes, while the listeners come to their own conclusions. The listeners know the narrator.
He has no need for exhibitionistic display; his performance is full of personality. The narra-
tor knows the audience. He shares their experience. He need not tell them what a hill looks
like, or a house. He shares their values, and he can count on them to derive the proper
judgment from an austere presentation of the facts of the case.

Old friends meet on the road, share a smoke, and their unity is affirmed. They meet
again at night. The fire glows at their feet. One gives a mug of hot, sweet tea. The other
gives a story. The story’s words are efficiently, artfully pared to the minimum, but the
words do not exist outside the unspoken context of values. Aesthetic, social, and cosmolo-
gical values make the story meaningful. And meanings make words into communications,
devices to cffect connection, while values are raised to consciousness.

When people who know each other meet face to face, the message that makes their com-
munication can attain complexity through simplicity. When distance opens between people,
when the message is transmitted to an unknown other, it must elaborate, taking on the
traits that separate the novel from the folktale. One trait is signature. The folktale in per-
formance is suffused with the personality of the teller. Stripped of animating sight and
sound, of gestures and musical tones, the novel must carry the narrator’s style in mere
words. A second trait is descriptive setting. The folktale minimizes historical detail and
trusts its setting to the imagination of the participants who share an experience of place.
But the novel must delay to make the scene explicit. A third trait is psychological motiva-
tion. The folktale narrows to action, leaving its listeners to develop their own theories of
causation. But the novel must expand to clarify the personalities and motives of the story’s
characters, for the author cannot assume the reader will understand their actions. Motiva-
tions lead to the fourth trait: cultural value. The folktale leaves values inchoate in actions
that raise cultural issues in the minds of the listeners. But the novel must bring values to
the surface to be sure that readers different in culture will grasp something of the tale's phi-
losophical import.

Consider Ulysses by James Joyce, the prime novel of the twentieth century. Joyce said
that every work of art is a signature, and he makes his novel into a dazzling display of sty-
listic virtuosity. He worked scrupulously on the details of the setting, the time and place of
his story, and declared that the Dublin of the period could be reconstructed from his book.
In Ulysses, Joyce developed the idea of the interior monologue, welcoming the reader into
the minds of his characters, revealing their psychological motivations. His characters talk
and talk to make culture explicit. Economic, social, political, religious, aesthetic, and intel-

lectual values are brought forth in words.
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As the message elaborates, options for response are narrowed, though response is hardly
eliminated. Joyce said that he was providing jobs to professors yet unborn, and they have
written piles of books in interpretation. The genius of a great novelist like Joyce is to excite
the reader by suggestion, by framing complexity in unresolution. In a way, James Joyce is
like the teller of a folktale. The more one knows about his culture, about Dublin in the ear-
ly twentieth century, about the dialect of the streets and the political topics in the air, the
less his novel seems ambiguous. It narrows and deepens. In another way, Joyce's novel is
unlike a folktale or the epic that provided its frame, for it is extravagant in signature, set-
ting, motivation, and articulated value.

To compensate for the distance that divides people, the novel gathers the context into the
text. The dialogical, associational, and paradoxical qualities that vibrate silently in the
minds of the folktale’s audience are appropriated and made explicit in the words of the
novel. The sender of the message and its receiver will connect in communication, but the
responsibilities and powers of the sender grow, the responsibilities and powers of the re-
ceiver diminish, and a steady level of rich meaning is maintained by the increasing complex-
ity of the message. With much effort, the best novel does what the folktale does easily: it
brings people close enough for a matter of importance to be understood between them.

Designed to approach unknown others, to seize the attention of people who do not know
the author personally, who do not necessarily share the author’s point of view, the story ex-
pands and elaborates. The message becomes complex. Response is framed, channeled, res-
tricted. With distance, the message elaborates, and it becomes dependent on technology.
The folktale requires no more than human beings who meet and talk. The novel requires
technologies of production and distribution: paper and pens, printing presses, vehicles of
transport.

The novel could seem like a modern form, a brave response to alienation that is reliant
on industrial technology. But novels were written and read in ancient Greece and medieval
Japan. Elaborated technologies characterize our age. Proud of our achievement, we are
tempted to think of technologies that allow communication to occur despite distance to be
something modern, or even postmodern, and yet there is nothing new in the idea of long
distance communication.

Rudyard Kipling set his fable of the invention of writing in a prehistoric, tribal context.
A little girl and her father invented writing so that he could communicate with his wife
while he was off fishing at the river. Kipling's was only a story for children, and writing
seems to have developed in the less benign contexts of commerce and political power. In
ancient days, like our own, commerce and political power required clear messages to be
sent across wide stretches of space to connect people who did not meet directly. A political
leader in the midst of a war, Abraham Lincoln declared writing to be the greatest human
invention. Writing is certainly an ancient technology of long distance communication, and it
remains foundational to contemporary developments. But technologies of communication
predate writing by many millennia,

The ancient technology for the production of communicative messages is what we are apt
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to call art today. Paleolithic paintings on the walls of caves imply a desire to communicate
over distance—the greatest of all distances, the one that divides the world we inhabit from
the world of pure power. We cannot know who was supposed to receive the messages
painted on the cave walls—animals, the spirits of animals, the gods who ruled nature—but
we can see in religious art a universal wish by human beings to communicate with the di-
vine. Krishna in the Bhagavad Gita, and the Buddha in the Lotus Sutra invite communica-
tion from humankind. The statue of the saint on the Catholic altar is—as perhaps the mam-
. moth on the cave wall was—a tool used to communicate between the worlds.

In hope and daring, the ancient technology of the sacred outstrips any technology of our
time. The Hindu sculptor prays, repeating a mantra of praise, and receives a direct revela-
tion of the divine. An image of a god forms precisely in his mind, and then he works with
clay to give the image presence to the eye. His shaped and painted statue is installed in a
temple. Prayer brings the god into the statue, as prayer brought the god into the sculptor’s
mind. The devotee connects eye to eye with the image, gives flowers, and makes the heart’s
wishes known to the god, who will respond, it is to be hoped, with worldly blessings. The
beautiful clay statue is a piece of technological apparatus that brings the devotee into com-
munication with the unseen forces that rule the universe.

Prayer—the words of the Muslim, the statue of the Hindu, the dance of the American In-
dian—is the most courageous and extreme instance of long distance communication. It
effects connections between the temporal and timeless, the seen and the unseen, the human
and divine, this world and the other. Shots into space bearing signs of human creativity,
mathematical formulas and rock and roll music, are but the latest attempt to do what our
ancestors have done for thousands and thousands of years.

If we reduce the scope of communication from its most ancient ambition and concentrate
upon the worldly sphere, we will find cross-cultural connections and globalizing tendencies
to be old in the human story. Our vision of the past might fill with people settled into agri-
cultural communities, rooted in place and telling stories at the hearth, but if we look farther
into the past, we will see massive motion. The human dawn was a time of migration. Were
it not, there would be no people in Japan or North America. And if many in later days
knew only a settled, parochial existence, others—nomads and merchants and mendicant
seers—were constantly moving. One result of that motion is that the stories told at the
quiet hearth, repeated in face-to-face scenes, were borne across the globe to be adopted
and adapted, adjusted to innumerable different cultural settirigs, while retaining morpholo-
gical signs of ancient connectivity.

The folktale new to the community answered old desires for entertainment and instruc-
tion. Ancient technologies of distribution were slow, dependent on travel by foot or horse
or wind-driven ship, but ancient technologies of production were complex. Distant produc-
ers built into their creations qualities that sped their dispersal and inspired their acceptance.
Strange new things, built out of foreign traditions, met local needs through their utilitarian,
aesthetic, and spiritual messages.

Archaeologists tell us that useful ideas diffused in the most ancient days to unify wide
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expanses of space. Our paleolithic ancestors roamed over the land. They hunted with im-
proved weaponry and communicated with the gods of the hunt and the gods of the sky.
Our neolithic ancestors settled and created the greatest technological revolution in history.
Neolithic innovations—towns and agriculture, textiles and ceramics—were carried across
most of the globe, and they continue to form the basis of our civilization.

Beautiful things moved over space just as useful things did, suggesting that aesthetic
needs are as basic to human existence as practical needs. Prehistoric trade across Europe is
traced by pieces of beautiful amber, and a late instance is provided by New Guinea. When,
in the twentieth century, Europeans made their first contact with the people of the high-
lands, the expedition failed because its leaders brought useful axes to trade, but the people
wanted decorative feathers. A great global example is provided by porcelain. The Chinese
potters who refined pottery into porcelain created a technological wonder. Complex proce-
dures of production yielded a commodity that, by its inherent excellence, became generally
desired. By land, and more often by sea, porcelain was carried east and west to become
one marker of the global human order.

For thousands of years, communication over distance was characterized by complex tech-
nologies of production and simple technologies of distribution. Messages formulated so rich-
ly that we must struggle to match them today, moved at a rate that we would find intoler-
ably slow. The inherent excellence of the message inspired adoption of the new, while the
slowness of distribution fostered adaptation. Arriving slowly, the message could be assimi-
lated and localized, just as the international folktale was accepted and rebuilt to suit culture
after culture.

Porcelain was beautiful. Despite differences in culture and distance from China, people
wanted it. But moving slowly in the days of caravans and sailing ships, porcelain was rare.
The cost was high, the supply was uncertain, and so porcelain inspired imitations that
naturalized the idea, adjusting it to the local taste. In the fifteenth century, Turkish artisans
encountered porcelain and experimented to develop a ceramic ware that was similar in
look. Within two generations, preserving what they liked in Chinese porcelain, but chang-
ing it to fit their own aesthetic preferences and religious orientation, they created something
new and peculiarly Turkish. A century later, Japanese potters at Arita would do the same
thing, transforming Chinese porcelain into the rich and particularly Japanese beauties of
Nabeshima and Kakiemon. In another century, beautiful works from China, Turkey, and
Japan would inspire a ceramic revolution in Europe. And that revolution would prove to be
essential to the industrial revolution that took place in eighteenth-century England but was
foreshadowed in medieval China.

The excellence of the product prompted adoption. The slowness of distribution provoked
adaptation, stimulating local creativity. Through recreation, the foreign was rendered famil-
iar. It came to fit the communicative style of the local environment,

Religion is the great example of this simultancously globalizing and localizing dynamic.
Spiritual messages moved, just as utilitarian and aesthetic messages moved in the days of
slow distribution. The spiritual is as essential to the human as the useful and beautiful.
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Buddhism arose out of Hinduism, and during its movement north and east over difficult
terrain, it was adjusted and readjusted to fit the spiritual needs of China and Japan. Christ-
ianity arose out of Judaism and spread through the infrastructure of the Roman Empire,
merging on its journey with the elder faiths into a religion fit to Europe. Islam, the last re-
velation, followed Judaism and Christianity, and it was carried west to Spain, south to Afri-
ca, and east to Indonesia. Buddhism, Christianity, and Islam: these great religions are no
less totalizing and globalizing than the commercial and political forces that we think of as
peculiarly new. They employed complex technologies of production — writing and
architecture and art—to move their spiritual messages, but their technologies of distribution
were slow. No one of the religions ascended into complete dominance, and all were subtly
adjusted to fit the local culture. Slow distribution permitted the development of internal dif-
ferences, and it permitted synthetic actions across doctrinal lines as mystics in Asia sought
spiritual oneness by combining Christian, Buddhist, and Islamic ideas into a religion of
love.

In the old mix, then, the inherent excellence of useful, beautiful, and spiritual things
brought cross-cultural connections, while the slowness of distribution stimulated internal de-
velopment. That is, | am convinced, the best state for human affairs. True isolation is rare
in the ethnological record. The virtue of isolation is that people left to their own devices
will learn to exploit their environment to the fullest extent. But, deprived of knowledge ab-
out solutions to general problems developed in other places, they can do no more than per-
fect their imperfections. New ideas can be liberating, but if they come in sudden abund-
ance, they can overwhelm the local culture, destroying creation and communication. Hu-
man needs are best served when new ideas are available, but people have the time to adjust
these ideas to fit their own traditions and circumstances, converting the messages they re-
ceive into messages that can be sent, creating communications that invite the connections
upon which quality in human life depends.

The change in our time is not a matter of an increase in the quality of communication.
Communication is richest and most complete when people meet and talk as they have for
millennia. Nor is it an increase in the quality of production. Once writing had developed
out of speech, once porcelain had developed out of pottery, once religion had been mater-
ialized in the world’s greatest buildings—the Haghia Sophia, Chartres Cathedral, the Seli-
miye at Edirne, the Taj Mahal, the Todai-ji at Nara—we had reached the pinnacle of crea-
tion. What is new is the speed of technologies of distribution. These technologies carry
messages farther and quicker. They advance communication, without question, but they
destroy more than they create.

A comparison is in order. The military historian John Keegan points out that medical
progress has increased our capacity to save the lives of wounded soldiers, but, he argues,
developments in medicine have not kept pace with developments in weaponry. Despite
medical progress, soldiers are more likely to die. War, he says correctly, must stop. In the
realm of communication, as technologies of distribution have progressed, international con-
nections have strengthened, but not so swiftly as local connections—the associations founded
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on direct contact and intimate cultural arrangements—have weakened. On balance, com-
munication is in decline.

With the novel as the example, I argued that long distance communication requires a
complexity of message that enriches the role of the sender, but restricts the role of the re-
ceiver. With porcelain as the example, I argued that when the complex message is distri-
buted slowly and unsteadily, the receiver becomes the creator of new things. But when a
complex message is distributed with great speed and in superabundant quantity, the receiv-
er becomes no more than a consumer. Options for creation and communication decay. The
receiver’s creative act is reduced to the making of selections. With speed, the process called
communication transforms into a process of domination. If communication is an exchange
that brings connection, this is not communication. A complex message—a Hollywood film,
say—is sent, but the receiver cannot respond with a counter message, and it becomes diffi-
cult—not impossible, but increasingly difficult—to rebuild the message into a new creation
that embodics the creator’s own values, and through which the receiver, now become a
creator, can communicate with like-minded others.

Let us follow the evolution of American popular music. Once, every community had its
own musicians. They learned from the community’s elders, and they got new ideas from
itinerant processionals and from cheaply printed song books. Their musical tradition existed
in a state of steady change. As technologies developed, agents came into the countryside
and recorded particularly talented musicians. Their performances, radically reduced in
length to fit the limitations of the machinery, were then distributed by trucks on paved
roads and by the radio over the airwaves. Hearing the best musicians from other places,
local musicians were inspired to new heights of technical virtuosity. Then as commercial
potential was realized, as phonographs and radios became common, local traditions were
eclipsed and synthesized into a small number of general ethnic styles. Homemade music
continued, but it grew increasingly homogeneous through the imitation of recordings, and
traditional music in the United States consolidated into two master styles of popular music:
country and western and rhythm and blues. Through complicated technologies of produc-
tion and distribution, working class white and black people communicated with themselves,
while their recordings, available generally in the marketplace, enabled the synthesis of rock
and roll. Popular music unified in the creative moment of Elvis Presley, Bob Dylan, and
the Beatles, and then its commercial success brought simplification. When traditional music
belonged to little communities, it was diverse in style and message. Old songs brought forth
the deepest issues that trouble the mind, stir the héart, and touch the soul. When popular
music was reformulated in the studio for mass distribution, it reached for the widest possi-
ble acceptance. It became dominated by brief, slick performances in a single style with a
single topic: the erratic, erotic relationship of boys and girls.

Since, as James Agee said, America will sell anything that sells, popular music—the acid
rock of the sixties, the rap of today—has enfolded dangerous messages, and some flickers
of stylistic variety remain in the music designed for working class people, but there is no
question that, with the elaboration of technology, a single style and a single trite message
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became dominant, and there is no question that thousands of local traditions have been
obliterated in the process, National and international connections increase. American popu-
lar music can be heard everywhere. At the same time, local traditions have been crushed,
not killed utterly, but driven into the cracks and the margins. On balance, in the United
States, musical communication has declined in variety and quality with the progress of tech-
nologies of distribution.

Complexity in technologies of production serves utilitarian, aesthetic, and spiritual needs.
Complexity in distributional technologies serve the needs of commerce and power. In the
old colonialism, powerful states extracted the wealth of the defenseless directly. The Span-
ish took the silver of Latin America. The British took the people of Africa and made them
slaves. In the new colonialism, powerful states strive to turn the defenseless into consumers,
so that their wealth can he extracted indirectly and legally. Ships and firearms were the
tools of the old colonialism. Films and televisions and computers are the tools of the new
colonialism. If that seems extreme, it is exactly what an intellectual, a citizen of the poor
nation of Bangladesh, told me: the new technology is the new colonialism. Struggling to
catch up, to stay in touch, poor nations must purchase extraordinarily expensive machines,
sending rare cash away to the wealthy nations that manufacture the apparatus. The poor
country remains poor and increases in dependency, declining in power.

The technology of production is so-complex, the technology of distribution is so quick,
that films for working class people, televisions for middle class people, and computers for
the elite, while seeming to be devices for communication, seem even more to be devices of
a neocolonial power in the process of consolidation.

Now let us turn to the future, as I am supposed to do. A grim picture is easily imagined.
We might look ahead to see people sitting in isolation, watching machinery and contriving a
view of the world out of the barrage of repetitive messages that descend upon them. Simpli-
fied brutally to reach the widest possible audience, those messages will be advertisements
interrupted by flashes of violence and sex. Watching large and technically advanced televi-
sions, people will be taught that no sum of money is sufficient, that no amount of cash will
meet their need to buy commodities that they do not need. Watching television, titillated
by violence, children will steal technically advanced firearms to murder their classmates.
Their parents, watching too, will come to think of politics as a realm, not of competitive
ideology, but of sex scandals. When they turn to talk, as people- will, their conversations,
once enriched with scriptural references that raised the greatest of all philosophical issues,
will be restricted to gossip about celebrities and fantasy folk from sitcoms apd soap operas.

Of course, things will not be so bad. But one option for the future will be compliance, an
acquiescence to the dominion of the mass media. A second will be resistance. Since the
abundance and redundancy of the information coming through the machinery will not allow
a gradual and critical response that could lead to creative synthesis, people will either
accept the role of consumer or reject it, turning the machinery off and turning away from
progress in a spirit of revitalization.

I have watched electricity and then televisions arrive in different rural communities, so [
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know that the television can stimulate different responses. Some become embarrassed by
the backwardness of their own culture, and they reject it to embrace the fantasies sent to
them by people who want their money. Others, contrasting what they see on the television
with what they know, derive a positive evaluation of their own culture. The television
shows them dreadful alternatives—godless people drowning in greed, families rent asunder
—and they become determined to hold firmly to their own way of life.

A simple view of the past will give us a simple view of the future. If we reduce history to
the narrow narrative of progress, we will look around us for signs of change, and then look
ahead to the triumph of the new technology, and with it the triumph of modernization. We
collect examples of individualist behavior, secular order, and international connection, unify
them under the name of modernization, and compose a history that contains one view of
the future. But a subtler understanding of history, and a more accurate picture of contem-
porary life, would alert us to the great global counterforce of revitalization. In revitaliza-
tion, people look backward to look forward. They work against modernization through
affirmation of the communal, the sacred, and the local.

England modernized first, and the English first saw the limitations of modernity. English
capitalists built the mills, English workers burned them to the ground, and English theorists
imagined a future of freedom from industrial tyranny.

Japan has been a world leader of revitalization. After the Tokugawa period, when dis-
tribution was intentionally retarded and native creativity flowered magnificently, the black
ships came. Within a generation, intellectuals began the resistance to westernization. Ad-
vanced by new contact, but tempered by the counterforce of revitalization. Japanese culture
developed a new pattern for the world. Japanese people participated in international prog-
ress and international violence, but they renewed appreciation for their own art and cul-
ture, and they remained Japanese. Other modern nations—Sweden, say, or Turkey—seem
to have achieved a comparable dynamic balance. Poorer countries have fewer choices. They
can comply, becoming consumers of the culture of the new colonialism, or they can resist,
scarching their own pasts for ways to create a future that suits them. The desperation of
that effort is exhibited painfully in contemporary Afghanistan.

One option for the future is compliance. We can become individuals who consume the
messages relayed by the swift technology of distribution. Another is rejection. We can con-
struct culture out of a dream of the past. The healthy state is one in which there is so much
argument against the modernizing mass media that swift distribution is countered by a
valorization of native tradition. Through argument we might artificially restore the era of
slow distribution, fostering local revival, and producing a dialectic of opportunity within
which people could shape for themselves decent and fulfilling lives,

The hope is that young people raised with the new technology will not be so smitten with
it as their elders were. They will not be reduced to acceptance of the small range of ideas
that the masters of capital find profitable. The machine will do their bidding, and perhaps
they will be able to make it accept and send messages as rich and resonant as they were in

the days of slow distribution. They have already learned to make the machinery serve their
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intimate interests by chatting on the internet. Their act seems new, for connections are in-
stantaneous, but they have been instantaneous since the arrival of the telephone. The tele-
phone, my children argue, is expensive, while e-mail is not. Their argument reveals the
obliviousness of privilege, for the computer they use and the infrastructure it requires are
so expensive that few of the world’s people can participate in the wide, shallow process of
globalization.

The great beneficiaries of globalization are the manufacturers of the machinery, the mas-
. ters of the technology, the richest men in the world. Banks and big businesses benefit, too,
as they widen their neocolonial stretch. But benefit also comes to individuals who wish to
stay in touch with people in distant places. They are chatting now, using very expensive
equipment to do something that their paleolithic ancestors did better when they sat around
the fire in the cave and spoke jokes and gossip. Communicating through machines, people
make exchanges that bring connection, but when they speak of their evanescent networks
as virtual communities, they are befuddled by one of the metaphors that make the new
technology seem familiar while obscuring its difference. Communication accomplishes its
end in the creation of community. Communities are not fragile interest groups. They are
dedicated assemblies of people who see their destinies as interlinked, who can be counted
on to help one another in times of need, despite differences of interest, opinion, and affec-
tion. The one whose community is not real but virtual is one who is not really in connec-
tion, but one who is alone, at last, and vulnerable. The gain is in electronic connection to
unknown others. The loss is in the local connections that produce sensations of security, the
confidence necessary to greatness.

While we speak with boundless enthusiasm about the vast potential of the new technolo-
gy, I wonder why we do not stop to ponder its actual achievements. More information,
more connections—to what end? When the telephone was new, Lady Gregory noted the
way in which it interrupted the slow trains of thought necessary to creativity. She said that
we will master the telephone, or it will master us, destroying the capacity to create great
things. If we do not control the machine, she said, we will have no people in the future
able to build a body of work as important as that of George Bernard Shaw. Shaw was no
Shakespeare. The greatest English poet lived in a time of slow distribution. People as
talented as Shakespeare live today. They scem to be advantaged by technology, but they
produce nothing to match Hamlet or Lear, old plays based on old stories.

While we join in enthusiasm over technology, it should be chastening to recall that the
world’s greatest verbal communications were produced, not in the age of the computer, or
even the printing press, but in the days of artful speech and tedious manuscripts, of epics
and scripture. I mean the Mahabharata, the Iliad, and the Divine Comedy; 1 mean the Bi-
ble and the Koran and the Dhammapada.

At question is whether the people who are young today will be able to master the
machinery. Can it do more than send advertisements and transmit chat? Can it accommo-
date messages as useful as agriculture, as beautiful as porcelain, as deep as Rumi’s Masna-

vi? If so, the new global order could be as welcoming to the human spirit as the globalizing
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orders created in the past.

The optimist who lives in the dreamworld of the unknowable future sees the new technol-
ogy as a means to fulfill human potential. The pessimist who lives in the dreamworld of a
vanished past sees the new technology as no more than the apparatus of neocolonial op-
pression. The one who lives in the immediate world understands that information in great
quantity is no substitute for creative imagination, that the speed of transmission is no sub-
stitute for the richness of significance, that the multiplicity of connection is no substitute for
the depth of ‘connection.

In the future, some will comply and collapse, some will resist, and some—it is to be
hoped—will learn what the machinery can do and what it cannot do, and they will use the
new technology deftly to craft messages that matter, that supply people with useful, beauti-
ful, and spiritual ideas to use while they shape their own thought and their own moral asso-
ciations. And others—millions of others—will remain as they are today: beyond the reach
of globalization, absorbed in their work and in the conversations that happen when old
friends meet on the road.

Someone had to say it, so I have. In the next century, most communication will be as it
has always been: a matter of direct, face-to-face conversation. Information will pile up in
unassimilatable quantity and connections will ramify. Communication will decline — but

slowly, because people are people.



