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Introduction 

Since the first issue of the Journal of Commun
ity CommUnicaflOns, we have been wary of Jeuing the 
sexy new computer technologies overrun our pages. 
The temptation has been great, because the Journal's 
publisher. Village Design, has worked closely with 
the Community Memory Project, a group designing 
a public access computer network. (For information 
on Community Memory. see "Community Compul
ing" by Andrew Clement, in this issue,} 

Those of us who participate in these projects -
most of whom can be described as compulcroids 
with a social consciousness -- like to think thaI we 
have a balanced view of computer technology. On 
the one hand we believe that compute rs have the 
potential to do away with a lot of drudge work, to 
allow broad participation in decision making, to link 
communities of interest in huge. ever-changing 
webs. On the other hand we see how computers are 
being used to elttend and consolidate a much tighter 
control over every aspect of society than was ever 
before possible. 

These conflicting views lead us to some rather 
giddy questions and doubts. For instance. we 
wonder whether community groups (like us) that 
use computers, thereby boosting their acceptance. 
are ultimately softeni ng people up to tolerate the 
hardware that will monitor them and enslave them. 

The articles in this issue partake, in varying 
measures, of the same ambivalence, wishfulness, 
and paranoia that bedevil us. 
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Our cover story , by James Cavenaugh, is on 
kids and computers -- a heady combination for com
puter vendors eyeing billion-dollar markets. Most of 
the VDT generation is getting i ts computer baptism 
in the video game arcades, but children are also 
beginning to find computers in their classrooms. 

Jeff Taylor is a Briton who toured the US visit
ing publ ic access computer projects , many of them 
also directed at kids. Taylor subjects these projects 
to a rigorous scrutiny based on his belief that an 
awareness of the socia l impacts of computer technol
ogy is much more urgent than a narrowly defined 
"computer literacy." 

Both Andrew Clement and Tim Haight discuss 
the use of " new media" by community organ iza
tions. Though these are fairly new phenomena, 
some of their pitfalls are already painfully obvious to 
the grassroots groups that have been willing to 
experiment with them. 

" Kinky Computers" describes the new sexu
ally expl icit software and the controversy it has gen
erated. 

John Markoff reports on the ambience in a 
more traditional ci tadel of computer applications -
the defense complelt. 

And , in our sole departure from the computer 
theme, Michael Singsen of the Public Media Center 
comments on the attacks by broadcasters and the 
FCC on the Fairness Doctrine. 

-- Marcy Darnovsky 
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Kids on Chips 
by James Cavenaugh 

Child with computer. If Ihis image makes you 
uncomfortable. gel ready for a jolt of future shock 
For better or for worse, the 80's belong to the com
puler kids. 

The buddi ng relationship between kids and 
computers is one indication of the shape our 
sil icon-based world will lake. The headlong 
enthusiasm of marketing departments and advertis
ing agencies for promoting computers to kids rein· 
forces it. 

AI a Los Angeles computer conference in May 
1980, a presentation called " Home Compuling- A 
Vision in Search of a Marketplace" tried to pinpoint 
the areas of greatest and least resistance to "the 
introduction of a computer-bsisled lifestyle" The 
importance of children as a "lifestyle variable" thaI 
influences the purchase of computer products and 
services was not overlooked. To the marketeers of 
the new machines. the message is a universal belief 
in computers and the medium is loung minds 
before they get used to a non-computerized world 

America has conjured yet another dream a 
computer in every home. According to Joseph 
Plum mer. senior vice president of the Young and 
Rubicam advertising agency, which represents Atari 
Computers, "The typical family of the late 1980's IS 

a worki ng couple with two children. one car. a small 
hou~ and ... a home computer for paying bills. 
bank mg, monitoring their energy use. specialized 
research services and access to data for personal and 
busmess use," Computerless for millennia. ~e've 
needed only the last five years to begin askmg 
" How did we get along without them?" ' 

The computer utopia is being sold with a fer
v~r than outdoes even the marketing of television 
thirty years ago. There's a lot at stake. 

18M , for example, the world's largest main
frame computer corporation. introduced its first per
sona.1 computer in August 1981. It was a royal birth. 
Or, m the words of James Finke, president of Com-
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modore ComputeI"'), "'I"s like the "Ccond coming." 
IBM is combining agsresslve pricing with a ubiQui. 
tous marketing approach that leaves no doubt of its 
mtention to be the volume producer m an industry 
that most observers agree IS only one percent of ils 
prOjected size. BtlJlnt'ss IV"" estimates thaI the 
home computer market will ,row from the 500,000 
UMS shipped in 1980 to four and a half million in 
1985 and about 33.000.000 In 1990. 

In the ummer of 1981. Apple. by some 
counts the taraest manufacturer of pe~nal comput
ers, launched the fi~1 nallonal ad campaign for 
home s)'stems The ad serie is unique for IWO 
reasons It'~ the fil"')t majOr computer Industry effort 
to educate the public to brand allegiance, a process 
lenerall)' taken as proof of IndU~lry maturation. 
Second. the campalln consl)tently pu<hes parents to 
bu)' the machine for their chlldren's sake. In one 
ad depl((1n1 Dick Cavett wllh a computer-precocious 
child. Apple suue~t~ their micros &!I both live-In 
tutor and controlled entertainment environment 

Thc:st type of ad!. hit a re)ponslve note for 
many parents. In the computer-hip San FranciSCO 
area. the developmg altitude seems to be the one 
voiced by a Berkeley father who ')lid ... , figure com· 
puters are a kind of educational enrichment that's 
cheaper than privlle school tuition .. 

T he Video Arndt'i 
For many kids the video display terminal is 

dLsplaem, the Ie levI ion tube "Vldeo arcades give 
kids their fir" exposure to the possibilitieS of com
puters.·· explams Atan public relations officer Mar
pret Lasecke "We see them as a kind of 
demystdkatlon center for the whole family" 

Arcade nomenclature. which .. 'aries along the 
hne of "Skill Center." "Computer Playland" and 
"Family Fun Center:' provide an advertised image 
of respectability to the Video games, The idea IS 

that useful skills can be developed at twO bits a 
game_ 
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Bob Albrecht, co-founder of Computertown 
USA! and self-styled "Grand Dragon of the world's 
first computer literate city" (Menlo Park, Califor
nia), is another staunch defender of arcade games. 
'" encourage kids to spend every quarter they can 
find on video games," he said. "It teaches them 
future skills such as scanning ability and chip logic." 

With or without a "grand dragon" in the vicin
ity, lillie encouragemen t is necessary for kids all 
over the United States or in the 17 foreign countries 
to which the games are being shipped. A recent 
study by Atari, which makes the all-time arcade 
money-maker Asteroids, showed that 86% of the 
population between the ages of 13 and 20 has played 
some kind of video g~me. According to the trade 
magazine Vendmg Times. the video game industry 
chalked up $308 million worth of revenues in 1978, 
$968 million in 1979. and $2.8 billion in 1980. 

That's a lot of quarters. In fact, arcade and 
home video games may soon surpass pop music as 
the number one money maker in the under-18 
market. This is an impressive feat considering that 
pop music -- currently a S3.7 billion dollar a yea~ 
market -- has taken the biggest bite out of teenage 
dollars ever since the early 1950's. And Tippy 
Adlum, general manager of a monthly magazine 
called RePlay. says, "Common opinion these days is 
that video games have become bigger than the 
movie industry. But I don't think anyone really has 
a handle on how big it is and how much it's worth. 
All I can say is it's absolutely breathtaking." 

Frank Ballouz, Director of Marketing for 
Atari's Coin- Operated Division, anticipates a 100% 
increase In sales in 1981. With distributors 
experiencing six to eight-week delays for machine 
delivery, and hour-long waits to play certain games, 
there is no doubt that the games will be moving into 
new territories at a furiOUS pace. Aladdin's Castle, a 
hamburger-plus-video-game chain in the Midwest, 
has already doubled its stores from 100 to 200 in the 
last two years and plans to open another 100 stores 
by late 1981 

Video games are now a common sight in fast 
food chains, laundromats, theaters and convenience 
stores. The owne~ of corner grocery stores who 
"WOUldn't think of pUlling in a pinball machine," 
are wedging a Galaxian and an Asteroids Deluxe 
between the magazines and the gumball machine. 

With an average weekly take of $225 per 
machine, the local distributors are finding advertis
ing and marketing unnecessary. These are the good 
old days when neither builder, distributor nor 
proprietor can help making a profit. Depending on 
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its location and newness, in fact, a machine can 
make as much as S800 a week. More than a few 
teenagers have scraped together the money -
between S2500 and S3000 -- to buy their own 
machines and " pimp" them in the neighborhood 
arcades. 

More than a source of slot earnings, the local 
arcade functions as a working advertisement for 
games that can be played " for free" if a child can 
cajole his parents to spot him an Apple for Christ
mas. In thousands of communities across the coun
try, the manufacturers and their machines are set
tling in for the take like the two famous Uncle 
Remus characters: "Tar Baby, she don't say 
nuthin" and 01' Brer Fox, he lay low." 

Despite their similarity to pinball, video games 
have so far escaped the gambling and moral stigma 
that has plagued the coin-operated business for SO 
years. But other complaints about the proliferation 
of arcades have begun to surface. 

Those who object 10 the arcades cite violations 
of zoning laws and complain about the nuisance of 
teenage hangouts. But the real issue is deciding 
what's bost for kids and the neighborhood environ
ment. 
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Affluent neighborhoods may be able to afford 
pay playgrounds on every block, but in poorer areas 
the arcades become electronic allowance eaters. A 
recent article in the San Francisco Chromcle quoted 
teenagers who spend up to S26 a night on the 
games. A 9-year-old self-described "punk" who was 
parked in front of a "Scramble" machine in a San 
Francisco ice cream parlor told the reporter how he 
and his friends finance their habits. " We rob old 
ladies' purses," he said. 

.. It puts tremendous pressure on the kids," 
said one mother in Portland, " to come up with 
money to keep their scores among the top len in the 
neighborhood -- to shoot down as many aliens as 
possible before their supply of quarters runs OUI." 

Parents in the New York City suburb of Irvington 
who complained that their children were cutting 
school and spending their lunch money on the 
games recently tried to outlaw the playing of video 
coin-operated games by anyone under 17. Similar 
resolution are certain to crop up as the lure of high 
profits separates neighborhood merchants from the 
best interests of their customers. 

The usefulness of arcade games in giving kids 
their "first computer experience" is being studied 
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by Stanford, MIT, and other institutions. Most edu
cators would grant them only primordial stalUS in 
the evolution of the computer literate adult But the 
debate is still open. Arter all, the kids and chips 
relationship is barely four years old. 

Computers in the Classroom 

Although nearly 90 percent of the school age 
population has played with chips by way of video 
games and arcades, only 2 to 3 percent has ever sat 
down in front of a programmable computer key
board. The common location for this first 
encounter is the classroom. 

Budget slashes notwithstanding, estimates indi
cate that more than 60,000 computers are in use in 
the country's schools. Though the price of minicom
puters has stayed relatively constant since they were 
made available in 1976, the attitudes of school 
boards about the machines have changed from 
"expensive frill " to "affordable must" 

This shift in attitude may be explained in part 
by the "relat ively cheap" school of thought, which 
holds that what cost a half million dollars six years 
ago can now be replicated for a "mere" S50,OOO. 
But the most compelling reason to buy computers is 
their apparent inevitability. Everywhere they turn, 
the message to educators is being blipped home: 
compu ter literacy will be the crucial skill of the new 
age. 

The computer-in-every-classroom model 
already exists in some communities in Minnesota, 
thanks to the never-never land financing made avail
able by the Minneapolis-based Control Data Cor
poration, the world's second largest builder of main
frame computers. School systems in other states, 
not lucky enough to have the sons and daughters of 
com puter salesmen in their classrooms, may be 
forced to go to Washington for acquisition grants 
and loons. 

But budgeting for the new technology is one 
thing. How to use it is another. In 1981 most pub
lic schools are deep in the arc of a slow pendulum
Swing back to the basics. and proficiency in the three 
R's is the purported measure of all budget items. So 
even the most chip-wise of teachers are likely to put 
computers to use as drill and practice machines. 

Ellen Benjamin. a teacher at San Francisco's 
O'Avila Elementary School, likes computers pre
cisely because they teach and reteach math, spelling 
and other basic skills without taxing the teacher. 
"A child doesn't have to please me with the right 
answers, except indirectly," she said. "He has to 
please the computer. And the computer has more 
patience with repetition than any teacher." 
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Drill and repetition have never been exciting 
for either students or teachers, but they have always 
been part of mass scale education. Today. when 
mass education correlates with truancy and failure , 
and the attention span of children has eroded to a 
television-like cadence, teachers are under pressure 
to make everything as jumpy and immediate as the 
evening news. 

A 48,OOO-character microprocessor is highly 
competent as a force-feeding, anti-boredom device . 
But this use ignores a great percentage of the 
machine's capabilities. "The microcomputer isn't 
just an expensive monkey tester," San Mateo high 
school teacher Leroy Finkle explained. " It's true 
that most of the software being used is for drill and 
practice kind of things, but that's because it's what 
teachers, parents and administrators think of first." 

Finkle believes that leachers would use more 
creative programs if they were available. "Publish
ers are very conservative." he said. "They're only 
going to offer what sells, and right now they're writ
ing computer drill programs to augment the text
book. " 

A few companies are looking toward more 
"exploratory" uses of computers in schools than can 
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be found now. Ann Piestrup of Advanced Learning 
Technologies in Ponola Valley. California insists, 
" Our purpose isn 't 10 serve the needs of the curri· 
culum where that means only role memory exer
cises. I do think there 8fC sequences of skills thaI 
are needed. But we aren'l going to use this wonder
ful new 1001 simply to teach long division or lurn 
the pages of a Dick and Jane reader." 

Based on her experience . Picstrup believes thaI 
"kids can learn things on a computer that the 
teacher might not be ready to teach, like the logic of 
circuit design or the building of a spaceship. We've 

A child who becomes com
puter conversant may no 
longer be learning sanc
tioned information at the 
prescribed pace. 

proven that these things can be understood by 
second graders. They loved it. ·' 

Some of the reluctance to experiment with 
schoolside computers can be traced 10 fear of the 
new technology. No one is exempt from the con. 
s~anl jollS. of future shock -- no one, that is, except 
kids. Chlldren accept and interact with computers 
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completely without fear, and therefore progress vcry 
rapidly But when they learn math on a computer in 
half the lime usually requIred (as one study in the 
Los Angeles public schools has showed). the people 
who wnle the CUrricula for the nation's St:hools get 
uncomfortable , A child who becomes compute r 
conversant may no lon&er be learOln& sanctioned 
IOformat lon at the prescribed pace. The studen t is 
"out of control .. 

Rea Aemina. In mstructor 10 the UC Berkeley 
Department of Education . has written 10 "MIcropro
cessors 10 the Classroom" 

"Let's speculate on what ml&ht happen were 
the microprocessor (and It5 on-line data base l 
to be available to .11 faculty and students. At 
thIs point, the po .. cr of the teztcher over 
'iOftware ce~ The computer network 
would personalize and mdivlduahl.e the curri
culum. for each person has aet:e5S to the infor
mallon he or she need~ at that moment. the 
computer .. ould rapidly become the iC&1li male 
aUlhonty In the classroom Such an idea is 
exactly the one which classroom Icachers fcar 
and which WIll prevent the technology from 
e\ler bemg anything other than a corollary 10 
teaching" 

AemlO& believes thai the solution lies 10 
redefinlOg the leacher's role 10 the classroom from 
an "information transmItter" 10 a "curriculum 
designer" who would gUide the d~lgn of a study 
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course suited to each child. The computer's capacity 
to facilitate individualized learning is a powerful 
argument in the age-old debate between "subject
oriented" and "]earner-orienled" education. 

The idea thai learning should be centered on 
the student 's needs instead of the dictates of the 
curriculum has always been resisted because it 
decentralizes control over education -. something no 
bureaucracy worth its pecking order would passively 
allow. When it has been tried, il has usually been 
pronounced a failure because it was not "cost
effective" -- in other words, it was too much trouble 
for suspect results. Now, computer education can 
give kids greater control over their own education 
than al any time in history. 

Sta le-or-I he-art fut ure s hock 

In her 1970 book Cullllre and Commitment, 
Margaret Mead repeatedly states that for the first 
time in history, change is so rapid and so complete 
that the past is no longer of use to the future. "We 
have to realize that no other generation will ever 
experience what we have experienced," she writes. 
"'n this sense, we must recognize that we have no 

GUINDON 

,--

Little .limmy Fenster. in a hoffway house fot' 
kNk trying to kick Space ,"yoders is proying 

to be 0 Yery tough nut to crock. 

Journal o/Communlty Commumca/lons IV,) 

descendants. as our children have no forebears." 

Describing the effects of this newness on edu
cation, Mead states, "Now, as I see it, the develop
ment of prefigurational (future) cuhures will depend 
on the existence of a continuing dialogue in which 
the young, free to act on their own initiative, can 
lead their elders in the direction of the unknown ... 
It is only with the direct participation of the young .. 
. that we can build a viable future." 

A British author, C.D. Renmore. has suggested 

"Hypercomputers should be 
placed permanently at the 
disposal of babies from 
birth. " 
a computerized scenario for this child-directed world 
in his book Silicon Chips and You. "The most adap
tive and powerful computers, the hypercomputers, 
should be placed permanently at the disposal of 
babies from birth. let them play together; let the 
babies create whole new universes. . These com
puters would be lifetime companions. providing an 
intellectual stimulation as valuable to the child as 
the emotional stimulation from its mother's love ... 
They would never insult, never discourage and 
never desert the child to whom they were first 
given. " 

This might not be everyone's idea of computer 
utopia. But there is no possibility of a non
computerized world for our children. 

Many parents, educators and even science 
fiction writers arc haunted by visions of other-than
human beings germinating in our midst. Naturally, 
these fears are held for children. not by them. Chil
dren of the 80's are daily encountering computers 
and artificial intelligence with openness and wonder. 

Years will pass before we learn the impact of 
computers on kids who may find their first real 
friend etched on a silicon chip. But even more 
urgent than understanding the new child/machine 
relationship is understanding and controlling the old 
relationship between technological innovation and 
social needs. Now, while we're still numbers on Ihe 
charts of the think lank walls, is the time to ask how 
we want our com pUler world to look and what can 
be done to insist Ihal il be created in our image and 
at our pace. 

The future may belong to the children, 
should bear the mark of our intelligence. 

but it 
o 
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Can Micros Help the 
Movement? 
by Timothy Haight 

Devil or angel. I can', make up my mind. Can 
the new communications technologies be made to 
assist progressive social change? 

In order to come 10 an answer, the focus must 
be shifted from the technology onl0 social change. 
The question then becomes. "Will adopting new 
telecommunications technology be good for organi· 
lations tfying to change the s),stem?" 

Right now. nobody knows. Neither the 
government nor the foundations have funded any 
studies. probably because these partisan groups 8fe 
too controversial. Some community groups are 
staning to adopt new systems, but ii's 100 early for 
results. 

Suspicions 

I suspect thai most groups aiming at real social 
change have common characteristics thai affect how 
valuable new telecommunications and computer 
technology can be for them. First of all, these 
groups have little lime 10 spare and less money. 
Paid slaff members are usually about one weekend 
away from ·'burnout." They're often caught 
between duties to please whoever funds them and 
the work the o rganization really needs. In short, 
there 's the resource problem. 

Then Ihere's the magnitude of their task. 
Organizing means disorganizing -, breaking down 
the preconceived notions thai are constantly rein
forced by Ihe mass media. This is an extremely 
labor-intensive process. 

Finally, every group's communicalion needs 
differ, and every group has many different kinds. 
One week, a group may need a meeting, the next 
week a press conference, Ihe next a lobbying cam
paign -- or perhaps it needs all three in the same 
week . 

For the meeting alone, the group must make 
telephone calls, hand out leaflets, write a press 
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release and convince the media 10 run il. It has Just 
used four media Which new technologies could sub
stitute for these tasks or make them easier? Call 
this the complexity problem 

Before installing any new communications 
technology -' and by technology I mean the 
hardware, the software and knowlOg when It 's 
appropriate to use them -- these three problems 
should be considered 

Devil in Disluise 
Adopting telecommunications technologies 

may Lnvolve hadden dangers. Even large organiza
tions often go through a penod of disruption after 
the new technology ha arrived A small. overtaxed 
group may not be able to pull through such an initia, 
lion 

Other Implementation problems, such as faulty 
hardware that has to be shipped acros) the country 
to be repaired, are als.o common In bureaucratic 
settmgs, certa," employees Ire assigned to nurse the 
new system. At the grassroots, It means more slaff 
burdens 

The Greal Pretender 

Some not-so-new communication technologies 
can be ruled out using these criteria One is cable 
access, which requires Ihat group members invest 
quite a bit of time 10 learn 109 how to produce pro
grams. Even If they succeed, Ihey then have 10 
organize an audience 10 INalch their productions. 
This time could be spent gelting people to a meet
mg. where Ihey would find face-Io-face conlact. The 
more contrO\iersial )·our message , the truer this rule 
of thumb. 

The kind of "tINo-INay" cable offered by Qube 
is also a trap. You don', organize people by polling 
them. even if commuOlty groups get to determine 
Ihe queSllons 

But the picture I nOI completely bleak In 
some situations, new communications lechnologies 
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have shown great potential. None of (he cases cited 
here involve groups that are strictly grassroots, bUI 
the parallels are clear. 

Groups of senior citizens in Reading, Pennsyl
vania, for example. gal the opportunity to run a 
two-way cable system. It was nOI like QUbe, but 
instead linked together three meeting rooms in clubs 
and housing projects. In addition, the mayor's 
office, a high school and other locations were put on 
the two-way video loop. Over lime, the seniors 
developed programs that generated a lot of learning 
and organization, as well as good feeli ngs. Partici
pants rated il highly, and it survived ils experimental 
period. 

In New Jersey. the League of Women Voters 
used telephone teleconferencing to link local chapter 
presidents together to discuss statewide issues. The 
conference partially overcame the oligarchical 
innuence of the League's State Board. 

Specialized satellite hook-ups have provided 
coverage of demonstrations without editing by the 
media. They have also been used for interesting 
computer conferencing. although without much 
grassroots participation so far. 

Did You Ever Hue to Make Up Your Mind? 

The real gap in knowledge about communica
tions technology and social-change groups is in 
understanding the groups themselves. Not only are 
we In the dark about how they use new technology. 
we have very few studies of how they communicate 
at all. 

A lot of experience is stored in the heads of a 
lot of organ izers. and there are manuals on how to 
write a press release and the like. But there is little 
information on how much time organizers spend 
doing which kind of communicating, on how much 
cost and effort is involved. or on which communi
cating works in which si tuation . 

This is not a commercial for social scientists. 
Groups working for social change have not had the 
time to record or study their behavior for posterity. 
But in order to assess the new communications tech
nology, we have to know what the old practices are. 

It would also help to know how many groups 
have considered new technologies and rejected 
them. and why. Is it just that the possibilities are 
unknown? 

Come Toge ther 

In the next months, a number of groups will 
be taking their first steps with microcomputers. 
teleconferencing or othcr media. Their experiences. 
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if shared. can be invaluable. M any organizations will 
want to know how their innovations work out and 
how much they cost. They will be interested in 
implcmentation problems and cooperative arrange
ments to share costs. And they will be curious as to 
new communication pallerns, and whether they help 
or hinder democratic procedures. 

Somebody's Watching You. 

Even if the new technologies get good notices, 
an awareness of their potential use in survei llance 
must be cultivated. Reports of social-change organi
zations communicating electronically will be read 
with in terest in many places. I do not presume that 
I am speaking to terrorists. I remember that not so 
long ago the Democratic National Commitlee was 
bugged and Mart in Luther King was smeared. 

Groups assessing their communica tions 
procedures should be reasonably careful about where 
that information goes, and people wanting to study 
them should be sensitive to the issue and able to 
prove their trustworthiness. 

Alii Have To Do I s Dream 

An alliance of community groups and com
munication specialists interested in social change 
could usefully inventory current communication 
behavior and assess innovations. It might be able to 
identify community communication consultants or 
create a process by which groups could do their own 
preliminary evaluation of technological possibilities. 

Such a group should include people with very 
current knowledge of the new technologies, and 
should make the results of their study avai lable 
through whatever organizational networks seem 
appropriate. 

In some ways. informally. this process is 
already going on -- the existence of this journal 
being a case in point. But it would be nice to spread 
the net wider and more systematically. With such 
shared knowledge, many groups could face their 
communication choices with a little more 
confidence. 

It Will Stand 

No maIler what decision community groups 
make about them, computers and new telecommuni
cations technology are going to be around. The 
movement of the future will have to compete with 
the office of the future. The irony is that the people 
who are so aware of society have so little informa
tion about how they themselves communicate. 
Resources permitting, we should spend some time 
studying ourselves. 0 
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Community Computing 
by Andrew Clement 

"Community computing" -- the use of com
puters by grassroots community organizations -- is a 
recent phenomenon. Thirty years ago, most people 
couldn't really imagine what electronic thinking 
machines would be good for. A few of the biggest 
corporations and government agencies put them to 
work on relat ively mundane clerical chores, and thus 
began "corporate computing. ,. 

The pace of development since then has been 
fast , furious. and much remarked upon. Most of 
the emphasis has been on the rapid miniaturization 
of computers and their shrinking prices. But from 
the point of view of the mammoth enterprises that 
nurtured computers at their birth. the crucial change 
is in their vastly increased capabilities. The most 
powerful computers still cost millions of dollars and 
occupy large rooms. 

Not entirely coincidentally, the power of the 
corporations has grown dramatically too. They have 
continued to foster computer technology and have 
diversified its applications in order to extend their 
control both geographically and in fineness of detail. 
Their global reach extends to the smallest lTansac· 
tions of clients and employees .. even an indi vidual 
typist's keystrokes can be timed , recorded and 
turned into grist for the great information mills. 
Computers and corporations have got along very 
well together; in fact computers have been molded 
into near· perfect instruments of bureaucratic con
trol. 

Complaints about the extent of computer-aided 
corporate power evoke the response that large enter
prises are more efficient and that big computers are 
essential to handle the increasing com plexity of 
social life , which has mysteriously grown in parallel 
with the use of computers. Without computers, we 
are told, half the population would be required as 
bank tellers or telephone operators in order to han· 
dIe the volume of transactions necessary to modern 

life. (We don't need to ask which half is being 
referred to.> 

Another set of complaints, this one abou t 
invasion of personal privacy, dehumanizalion and 
screw·ups that can't be fh:ed , has elicited more con
crete results. Some privacy legislation has been 
passed The blame for the other problems has been 
asSigned to badly designed systems Which, It is said, 
are now being perfected 

18M, for example, has run an expensive ad 
campaign on the "depersonalization" problem, 
Other compaOles have Introduced "computer 
ombudsmen" A new discipline .. "human factors 
engineenng" .. has been called upon to create 
"user-friendly" Interfaces that will call you by your 
name and say "please" and "thank you," And 
ineVitably, one hears the argument thoit 1*\ supposed 
to end all argument •. that the free play of the 
market will weed out the companies thai fail to 
deliver the product the public wants 

Personal compuling 

01 all critics of corporate computing have 
been satisfied by these developments and promises, 
but for many years there was nothing they could do. 
Then , wllh the development of the microprocessor 
on a chip In the mid· 70's, some computer 
enthUSiasts thought they saw • chance to turn the 
tables on the biIIUYS. 'ow the home brew compu
terists could take on the "software priesthood" 
(Fylstra and Wylbc:r, BYTE, 1911) Popular com
puter magazines ran banner headlines like "Com
puter Power to the People" (David Ahl. Cr~m~ 
ComputIng, 1911) and "The Great Equalizer," a 
phrase that ofliinally referred to the Colt·45 In the 
days of the Wild Frontier (Nels Wlnkless III. Per· 
sona/ Computing. 1917,) 

Of course, 
dramatic billinl 

reahty hasn't measured up to the 
In fact , far from poslnl a seriOUS 
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threat to the big computing guns, personal comput
ing can be secn as a supportive and profitable com
plement that in many ways encourages technical , 
economic and social centralization. (I) 

The owners of personal computers are in much 
the same position as people who own personal vehi
cles -- cars. We have secn in recent years how the 
imperatives of a transportation system based on 
private automobile ownership have been used by oil 
suppliers and auto manufacturers to hold entire 
populations and apparently even some governments 
al ransom. Personal computing, of course, hasn't 
yet rcached the same level of strategic importance. 
BUI it soon may. 

A personal computer without outside software 
and data is not particularly useful. It 's someth ing 
like a ca r without gas or roads. When the computer 
games get boring and you want to plug your 
machine into something more exci ting than an AC 
power outlet, some very eager vendors will be wait
ing for you . The convergence of giants from diverse 
areas -- IBM , Xerox, AlT. and Exxon -- indicales 
that the stakes in the home and office information 
market are very high. The struggle for market dom
inance will be very fierce, perhaps even more so 
than that of the oil and automobile industries earlier 
in this century 

In parallel with these processes of economic 
concentration is a related social process. The private 
world made possible by microelectronics and 

A personal computer 
without outside software 
and data is something like a 
car without gas or roads. 
telecommunications may help speed the atrophy of 
social relations In families. neighborhoods and at 
work (Sec Weizenbaum. Computer Po' .... er and 
Human Reason and the " Hacker Papers" in Psychol-
010' Today. August 1980, for extreme examples.) 
Without effective local organ izations, which are usu
ally based on community or work ties. it is much 
more difficult to counter government and corporate 
initiatives or to propose alternatives. And when 
individuals need assistance but the traditional social 
support mechanisms are not available. they are 

, ..- -

c 

"Some/lllles II seellls /0 me Ihl' old Romans didjusl as .... '{'II 
slIIdymg Ihe entrails of a $(JcrtficlOl g()tJl. " 

forced to turn to government agencies and other 
impersonal institutions. 

Of course. the phenomenon of social atomiza
tion coupled with the centralization of control is not 
exclusively associated with computing. It has much 
deeper roots in our society and has been going on 
for some time. However. corporate and even per
sonal -- or "individualistic" -- computing are tend
ing to further social polari:allon. 

Corporate computing and individualistic com
puting may not be all bad. But a "community" 
alternative is being steadily eroded, if only by 
default. The snempt to reverse this process, to help 
foster community activities through the use of com
puters. is the subject of the remainder of th is articte . 

Co mmunil y Camputin!!: 

Compu terists have a bad habit of promoting 
solutions -- orten involving a program or piece of 
software that they have personally designed -- before 
they find OUI what the real problems are. Most 
community organizations are already stretched fairly 
thin and can ill afford to be led onto wild goose 
chases by computer enthusiasts, no matter how well 
meaning. Even large corporations have had to 
tighten the reins on runaway computer staffs. 

In general. one of the most important tasks of 
community organizations -- food cooperatives, 
parent-run daycare centers, environmental action 

t hldencc of Ihl~ can be: found In a r~nI quole In the Wall 51",,1 JournlJl (MJY 19. 1981). A compoler In

du)try Itldo,: oI"~"1ooIlIon k!.Ider m tnlt~nd said. " S.g companies arc alread) tu rning down mainframe compot
en. on muu\UloIl ret.uon, lrounds t advI)C ICIlInl InlO small computer.., An Apple Ii day. I say. keeps the 
union ~wa) • (hom ProunM It uriJ. #2, pale 29·30) 
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groups and the like -- is to maintai n the active 
involvement of informed participants on a willing 
and often entirely voluntary basis. While computers 
are increasingly regarded as powerful communica
tions tools, the formalization and standardization 
they require are often inappropriate for community 
organizations, especially because direct personal 
interaction is highly valued. 

Typically the most useful applications of com
puters in a community context are in the area of 
office support .. mailing lists. simple bookkeeping 
and word processing. But the equipment required .. 
video display. central processi ng uni t, dual noppy 
disk drives. and letter-quality prin ter . . is still more 
expensive than the typewriter/photocopier combina· 
tion that has traditionally accomplished these tasks. 

One way to overcome the cost obstacle might 
be to establish community computing resource 
cente rs .. places where expertise and expensive facil· 
ities can be shared by several communi ty groups. 
More advanced computing facilities could be put to 
good use by the information and referral centers thai 
are found in most orth American cities. (2) 

These groups, whether service or advocacy 
oriented, collect information on local community 
resources and social services and make it available to 
the public via a phone·in service and by the publica. 
tion of direetories and pamphlets. Typically they 
compile a great bulk of information thai is con
stantly in need of updating and that should ideally 
be retrievable In several ways, for example by type 
of service. by 10000lity. by eligibility requirements. 

The potential here for computerization is obvi
ous. But care must be taken to ensure that the 
counseling role played by these groups is not sub-
merged in the "efficient" delivery of an information 
"product. .. 

The computing resources demanded by such 
applications are typically greater than what is 
presently offered by commercially available personal 
computing systems. But some information centers 
are trying them out, generally using them to prepare 
conventional paper documents or microfiche. The 
Commmunity Information Centre of Metropolitan 
Toronto has installed a commercial word processor, 
for example. and the Greater Vancouver Informa· 

2 Some of the Luger Inform.lllOll .nd reren.t agenCIeS stfCtlil ~me .... h .. t our deflnlllOn of ~ummunll~ ('If. 

pnJUhOns because the) are llea'll), supported by maJOr lO'ernment .nd bu\lIlC.\) If.tln!!. tn r~ the)' .tIfC 
somellmes utenSlOns of go\ernmenl departments. as In Albenl. Canldi 
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tion and Rererral Service is usi ng a simple database 
system. 

On-line access to community inrormation 
resources is currently rare. But with the introduction 
or videotex services we will likely see community 
inrormation made available on the home television 
set, even ir only as a way to sell videotex to the 
public and to make it more socially acceptable. (3) 

Besides the use or compute rs in the offices or 
communi ty groups, there arc now a number or 
expe rimental computer communication projects thai 
are unlike any corporate or individualist computing 
applications They are designed to roster active and 
egalitarian participation on a community leve l. 

The Co mmunity Memory Concept 

The concept or a "community memory" was a 
significant innovation in community computing. 
The Com munity Memory project installed a number 
or public computer terminals in the San Francisco 
Bay area and in Vancouver during 197)-75. Through 
these terminals. people could enter any message or 
any length, and index it with subject or topic "key
words" ror retrieval by others. 

Technically. Community Memory's closest 
relatives arc computer conrerencing and on-line 
inrormation retrieval. Historically it is the precursor 
or PCNET and the computerized bulletin board sys
tems that have become popular among amateur 
computerists. While it has many similarities to these 
systems. there are some crucial differences. 

Community Memory is a design ror a highly 
distributed network or public terminals. These ter-

With the microprocessor on 
a chip, some home brew 
computerists thought they 
could take on th e "software 
priesthood. " 

minals are ror use by the general public ror a wide 
range or purposes. As much control as possible over 
the inrormation-handllng process re mains with the 

individual user. In this many-to-many communica
tions medium, eve ryone can participate both as con
sumers alld as producers or inrormation. In shon , it 
is intended as the memory ror the community 
" mind." Such a system is more than a technical 
innovation ; it is a social innovat ion too. 

Although Community Memory has been dor
mant ror a number or years, ot her public access 

The contrast between what 
is technically possible and 
what is actually available 
will become much harder to 
hide. 

computing projects are now beginning to appear. (4) 
While Community Memory and other community 
computing projects have enjoyed some success, they 
have not so rar become widespread. The most obvi
ous reason is lack or money, always a chronic prob
lem ror community orga ni zations. 

A second problem is the lack or comput ing 
expertise. Sophisticated technical skills are expen
sive. and are usually provided by computer 
enthusiasts who volunteer their services -- and on 
whom an excessive dependence is easily developed . 

Another kind or expertise, a general ramiliarity 
with computers on the pan or all members or the 
organization, is equally vital. When people don't 
have a clear idea or what is going on they tend to 
make more mistakes. overlook possibilities, reel len 
out, resist improvements and generally rail to contri 
bute to and benefit rrom the organization as much as 
they could. Especially in organizations that are com
milled to the widest possible sharing or effective 
control, ignorance about rundamentals is intolerable. 
Community organizations that use computers in any 
sign ifican t way must be dedicated to the continual 
training and selr-educat ion or all participanls. 

So me or us who were involved in community 
computing in the early seventies -- a period when we 
used large timesharing machines and spent a lot or 
time bauling with university computing centers, 

1 VIdMIc:\ 1\ .. , ... o· ... .I} m(ormJhon ..erv!Ce uSIng c:on\'enllonat lelevlSlOn -'IC'~ linked 10 «nu.l rompulerli 
b) meln, .. r IdeptlOoe or ublt TV oel ... ork.. Servll'eS proposed ror \.deoIC\ mcludc .ccess 10 d~lobases 
fMo.;:k m.tket qUe'lI.llOn\. dep;ilrtmcnl \Iore c:al~tosuel>, elc,). consumer uans;tl'lIons {bankle'll. tlckel reser'o'a
hon~. I'Ur~'holl\'"1 from ul.k,.ue\l .• lnd pcr..on-IO.pcrSOn communlClhon (cleclro01c m31tl 
4 A p,imphlel dc~:nb'"llhc Communtly Memol') Pro,ICCI ._ liS hISl0r)·. how 1\ worked and the SOCl~l philo· 
sophy Ih,u '"'p.rc\ II _ .\ 4\ •• I.blc ror SI 00 from Thc CommunJly Memory Pro)CCI. 916 Parker Slrcel, 
Berkele}. CA 9470J 
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The first Community Memory demonstration prOJect. Berkeley. Callfornld. 1973·75. 

nursing naky systems, swapping disks and showing 
people where the RETURN key is on a terminal -
naively believed that the development of microcom
puters and the rise of personal computing would 
mean a blossoming of commumly compullng. 

That this has not taken place suggests that 
even more difficult problems than money and exper
tise may be at work. The general retreat from social 
activism that marked the seventies and public suspi· 
cion about the liberatory potential of high technol· 
ogy may be part of the explanation. But there are 
other social factors that must also be analyzed. 

on-profit community computing projects can 
present an alternative to the way power is exercised 
in the dominant social institutions. Innovations that 

14 

challenge the prevailing order are not welcome. and 
the forms of resistance to them are varied and often 
subtle. 

When a corporation embarks on a major new 
product it usually does exhaustive market and techn
ical research. prepares an elaborate strategic plan and 
then ellher draw!> on its own wealth or elicits large 
sums of money from people who are promised a 
substantial return on the capital they "risk" No 
mailer how SOCially beneficial a community comput
ing prOject might be. II IS Simply not gomg to allract 
thiS sort of private mvestment money. since It is not 
Intended to turn a profit. 

Alternative sources of substantial sums -
governments and foundations __ are also often 
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unwilling to fund projects that appear radical or are 
simply too "exotic" to fit nicely into their esta
blished funding categories. Unless wealthy patrons 
can be found , much slower routes to the necessary 
capital must be found . Usually this means finding 
outside employment or developing spin-off products 
that can be sold commercially. 

And what If a community computing system 
like Community Memory did become widespread 
and successful ? Entrepreneurs would undoubtedly 
move in to grab the more profitable sections of the 
markets that will have been opened up, and could 
ultimate ly denect the enterprise from its non
commercial object ives. The reaction of for-profit 
companies serving existing markets (for example. 
housing rental information ) might also have a nega
tive effect. 

The issues of management and coordination on 
the basis of effective decentralilation of conlrol are 
also critica l. pa rticularly for a large network. There 
wi ll be increasing pressure to adopt a hierarchical 
model just to keep the whole thing running 
smoothly_ Food cooperatives and cred it unions 
seem to have rallen into this trap. They may pro
Vide slight ly better service to their members but 
they are otherwise indistJOguishable rrom conven
tional commercia l businesses_ Models of large, 
effectively decentralized organizations are hard to 
find and people are generally not socialized to runc
tion within them. 

ALSO" . IT 
WILL SE.T 
'(OU ~~£E. 

JOU,nal 0/ Commlln'l) CommU"K'allons I V,) 

I f a community information network should 
manage to pose real alternatives to "business as 
usual," then resistance to it would become more 
overt. The threat that it poses would not be simply 
as competition ror a share of the market; it would be 
correctly perceived as a threat to the way in which 
control in our society is exercised. 

We could then expect the mass media to start 
pointing out the system's weaknesses and mistakes, 
litigation over issues such as libel and common car
rier status could divert energy and resources for 
years. Fluctuations in the general availability of elec
tronic components could even be used to undermine 
the technical base of the system in ways similar to 
those which the major oil companies used to 
SQueeze out independent dealers during the "oil 
crisis. " 

To avoid these problems, a community com
munications network must steadily diminish its 
dependence on the conventional economy, It can do 
so by soliciting economic suppor! from ils users, by 
expanding expertise among its users, and by trading 
services with other non-mainstream groups. It must 
encourage active public support and become 
diversified and integrated in its activities. Strategic 
weaknesses must be identified and corrected early, 

Even ir a " community memory" experiment is 
only perrormed in a limited way, it would still be 
valuable as a standard against which commercial 
videotex systems and other new media can be meas
ured. The contrast between what is technically pos
sible and what is actually available, between the 
humane potential and the confining reality, will 
become much harder 10 hide. 

In the mean time, steps should be taken to get 
computer experts and progressive community organ
izations together. Achieving a deeper understanding 
of the dynamics of control in our society, the role 
that computing plays in those dynamics and how 
computing can be used to support positive alterna
tives is essential to building a humane technology 
and a humane society . 0 
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Hardcore Software 
by Marcy Darnovsky 

The microcomputer revolution, we are con
stantly being warned, is about to change every aspect 
or our world. But what will it do ror our sex lives? 

In the last year, three unabashedly porno
graphic software programs have been released onto 
the booming personal computer market. Those who 
want to get personal without purchasing special 
software can simply dial up one of the new computer 
bulletin board systems that specializes in sex. And a 
new quarterly "user's guide to erotic software." The 
Dirty Book, is being launched in New Orleans to act 
as broker and promoter or sexually suggestive 
sort ware. 

The rront-running commercial program is 
Interlude. which has sold 15,000 copies at S21.95 
per diskette ror the Apple or TRS-80. This "stimu
lating computer game" is advertised by a scantily 
clad woman reclining in bed while fingering the key· 
board of her terminal. 

The Interlude program accepts either two 
players, for a romantic evening by video display 
light. or one player, ror a session or computer
assisted masturbation. The game begins with an 
on-line interview that determines what Interlude's 
ad copy calls the participants' "reelings about 
lovemaking at the moment." On the basis or this 
exchange, the program gives "personalized" instruc
tions ror participating in rantasies like "From Here 
to Ecstasy" (Interlude #30>, "Caveman Caper" 
(Interlude #82). and "The Ultimate Experience" 
(Interlude #99). 

Sortporn, made by On-Line Systems or Caliror
nia, is selling at 600 copies per month and climbing. 
lIS full color ads in IttfoK'orid and SQfl Talk show 
three naked women being served champagne in a 
hot tub. 

Softporn is an adventure game, the object of 
which is to find three girls and seduce them. The 
message on the screen tells you where you are -- a 
bar, a casino, a bathroom .. and what objeclS are in 
sight. The adventure proceeds as you type in com-

mands that couple a verb with one or these objects. 

My experience with Soflporn was extremely 
rrustrating -- I couldn't even find any girls, lei alone 
get them in the hot tub. When, in a moment or 
rrustration, J gave the command "Fuck you," the 
program replied huffily, "Not tonight, I have a 
headache." 

Softporn doesn't tolerate a wide range or sex
uality. When I typed, "Fuck bartender, " I got, "No 
way, wierdo! You're sick!" 

Larry Sain, general manager or On-Line Sys
tems, explained that the decision to market the pro
gram was based on lIS not being "too offensive." 
"Ir you use moderately phrased commands. you get 
moderately phrased responses, " he said. "Ir you're 
lewd and obscene with the computer. it will be lewd 
and obscene with you." 

"Our employees love the game," Bain said. In 
ract, the women in the hot tub ad all work at On
Line Systems. One is Rain's fiancee , another the 
wire or the company's owner, and the third ilS 
accountant. Out On-Line probably won't pursue 
pornographic sortware. "We're not in the pornogra
phy business," he insisted. 

It's likely that Interlude, Softporn, and Porno
poly (a strip· poker version or Monopoly available ror 
all rour major home computers) are just the begin
ning. Rain prediclS that pornographic computer 
graphics are next "Out I don' t think it will work," 
he said. "Your Imagination can do a lot better than 
anything that can be put on a computer screen." 

Hardcore software may be in its inrancy. but 
the kinky computer games have kicked up a contro
versy among the upscale technological sophisticates 
at whom they're aimed. Ads ror Interlude in 
Ittfo14orld. a rast-growing microcomputer newspaper 
published in Silicon Valley. have prompted a angry 
leiters and several subscription cancellations. 

In/o14'orld has been accused or "a sordid rorm 
or merchandising" and "image assassination lor 
women) on a mass scale," Another reader urged 
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the newspaper to refuse to run the ads: "Let's nip 
Ihis thing in the bud." 

The issue has been batted around al several 
stormy In/ ov.'Orld staff meetings. "The discussion 
has been complex, with many facets ," said Maggie 
Cannon, managing editor al the newspaper, "from 
the appropriateness of these ads to a computer publi
cation, to freedom of expression , to sexism." No 
final decision on continuing to accept the ads has yet 
been reached. " There was a greal uproar, and ii's 
sti ll up in the air," she said. 

Cannon was surprised thai most of the irate 
letters we re from men , and thai half of them 
objected not to the obscenity of the ads but to their 
sexism. " " 's true that (he computer industry is 
dominated by men," she said in explanation. "But I 
found it heartening that these guys are saying, 'Hey, 
that's not right for women. ' I' 

I me t similar responses as I perused the yellow 
pages looking for a computer shop that carried the 
softwa re porn. When I called the Apple Computer 
Store in Oakland , owner Andrew Beretzas to·ld me 
he was surprised to hear a woman asking ror the 
programs. " We don' t believe in carrying that Sluff 
because it discriminates against women ," he 

SoflfJOrn adverli'§emenl 
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explained. "Don't you think the ad is awful -- the 
lady with the sexy smile and her pussy hairs show
ing?" But Beretzas admitted that his service 
engineer has the promotional poster of the ad hang
ing next to his desk. 

In the few stores J round that carried the pro
grams, they were under-the-counter items. One 
retailer explained that the computer stores are family 
affairs, with lots or kids hanging out at the key
boards. 

On-Line Systems' Larry Sain seemed amused 
by the controversy. "Computer people are typically 
a bit stuffy," he said, though he agreed that "some 
person somewhere -- and not necessarily a little old 
lady -- is going to take offense at that kind of 
advertising in a magazine that lies around in 
people's homes." He was nOI sympathetic to the 
charges or sexism. "It's all a mailer or a sense or 
humor," he said. 

BUI Bain was offended at the possibility that 
"!10k-wId might reruse to accept the Sortporn ads. 
In racl, he told me, On-Line Systems has recently 
decided to pull all or its Inroworld advertising. Bul 
that policy has nothing to do with the sexually sug
gestive sort ware. Instead, On-line objects to 
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'/ifov.'orld's carrying ads for program-copying devices 
(which cui into the business of software manufactur
ers). 

The image of computer wholesomeness that 
the pornographic programs challenge is also at issue 
in the rest of the industry. Computers have become 
entertainment machines only in the last few years. 
and not everyone is sure how to go about shirting 
gears. Manufacturers and marketers of video 
games, for exa mple, are anxious to fend off the 
stigma connected with pinballs and slots. (See 
James Cavenaugh's " Kids on Chips" in this issue.) 

In fact, the commercial software porn is pretty 
tame stuff; the fuss about it reveals more than do 
the programs themselves. More explicit bits and 
bytes can be found on computer bulletin boards, a 
sort of electronic alternative press where anyone 

A .... .u aI'OI.n! tM ..,.7 
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with a terminal. modem and telephone can leave a 
message. Once filled ent irely with computeroid 
chatter, there are now computer bulletin boards 
focusing on many topics. including astrology, astron
omy, music, satire and sex. 

Most of the sexually oriented boards simply 
warn you aboul the contents when you sign on and 
then let you wander where you will . But a network 
in 51. Louis, SLUMS, only lets you into its "Under
ground" -- a gay sex message system -- if you enter 
a special code. 

The moral to this tale of machine-readable 
decadence is that the computer era may look a lot 
more familiar than we think . If the early attempts at 
computer erotica are any indication , the new age will 
come complete with sexism and censorship, prudes 
and prurient interest. 0 

Y9ur 
love life? 
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I've Seen the Future and 
Its Quirks 
by John Markoff 

Several years ago I sat in a glinering Las Vegas 
hote l and listened to an earnest Air Force colonel 
tell me what electronic warfare meant to him. 
Searching for an appropriately upbeat note on which 
to end an interview, the colonel exuded the 
confidence of a true believer. " Electron ic warfare is 
more than just a science," he said . " !t's an art. " 

" More than that ," he implored, groping for 
precise ly th e right word , " it's ... it 's a religion." 

The image of the colonel , a colorless man who 
earlie r in the day had given me a tour of an elec
tronic warfare exhibition, continues to haunt me. 
Here is a man who is destined to fight the next war 
from a ste rile air-conditioned command bunker hun
dreds or even thousands of miles from the battle 
zone, and yet he has the zea l of a gladiator. He 
bitlerly hates the abstract communist enemy whom 
he will never see, except perhaps as a ghostly signa
ture on a cathode ray tube. Yet he is clearly ready 
for battle. 

The colonel's commitment to the struggle per
vades the military-industrial complex. At another 
electronic warfare convention in Anaheim, Califor
nia almost two years before Ronald Reagan's elec
tion, a journalist who was attending told me he was 
struck by the "euphoria" among those present. 

The out lines of the new American defense 
strategy were already clear: technology and more 
technology. Pentagon strategists had fixed on the 
" Force Multiplier" as the new shibboleth of the 
technocratic eh te. 

Where does the Pentagon 's technological 
imperative come from? More than any other force 
driving the arms race, the industrial apparatus that 
has emerged since the end of World War II has 
come to dictate the pace and the explosive growth of 
a tec hnological revolution that has transformed the 
nature of warfare. The Impetus of the Pentagon's 
technical fix is deeply rooted and interlocked in a 
very basic technical lTansformation _. what is popu· 

larly referred to as the "microprocessor revolution." 

The word "revolution" has been tremendously 
overworked in connection with semiconductor tech· 
nology _. there is the information revolu tion, the 
second (or third) industrial revolution, the 
microprocessor revolution. the communications 
revolution, and probably several more lurking just 
over the horizon . But in Ihis case , I think it fits. 
The microprocessor is destined to profoundly 
transform social relations in ways we can only specu
late about today. 

What is overlooked in most of the speculation 
is that the transformation is Janus·headed. Marx 
observed that one of the principal features of 
nineteenth century capitalist economies was the con
tinuous transformation of the means of production. 
It may be that the principal feature of twentieth cen
tury capitalism is the continuous transformation of 
the means of deSlrUCl;on. 

Much of the impetus for the development of 
computer technology and more recently semiconduc
tor technology has come from military necessity. 
From the use of early computational machines in 
building the first nuclear weapons to the acceleration 
of microelectronics development by the size and 
weight constraints of the Minuteman missile pro
gram in the early 60's, at key junctures the military 
has played a guiding role in defining technological 
priorities. 

Today the intertwined relationship between the 
military estate and the scientific and technical com
munities has created a new imperative all its own. 

The new warfare slllie 

The dissolution of the line between the civilian 
and the military sectors is a process which began 
with the American and French revolutions and the 
transition from feudal wars conducted by an elite 
caste of warriors to modem wars fought by a mass 
army. More recently another significant change has 
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taken place. As described by Harold Laski. "In the 
new warfare, the engineering factory is a unit of the 
army, and the worker may be in uniform without 
being aware of it." 

The magnitude of the technological base 
needed to wage modern wafS dictates that entire 
societies be organized to support their preparation. 
The modern nation-state has been designed along 
regimented militaristic lines and entire populations 
are held hostage in the complex balance of nuclear 
terror. In fact. a new "warrior elite" has emerged. 

Councils such as the Joint Chiefs of Staff are 
increasingly constituted of engineers instead of the 
so-called "bomber admirals" who ran the military in 
the aftermath of the Second World War. George 
Brown, former chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, 
is an excellent example. He was the first non
Strategic Air Command officer to occupy a position 
on the supreme military command group. 

More importantly. most key decisions abeut 
weaponry and military planning are now being made 
not in the Pentagon per se but in cloistered think 
tanks and the R &. 0 centers of defense corpora
tions. 
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Technological change has also removed the 
decision-making locus of the modern military 
apparatus to increasingly greater distances from the 
battle zone. Electronic command and control 
mechanisms are centralized. and decisions percolate 
out through the military chain of command. Viet
nam is a clear example of this trend . It was not a 
general in the field who ran the war but a corporate 
executive in Washington. Robert McNamara, form
erly of General Motors, conducted the war from the 
Pentagon, with predictable results. 

American military planners have missed these 
obvious lessons of the Southeast Asian war A 
non-military electronic warfare expert recently 
explained with pride that in future wars the 
interwoven Cli (Command. Control, Communica
tions. Intelligence) network would permit the 
president to communicate instantaneously with his 
entire forces, all the way down to the soldier in the 
foxhole. (He didn't suggest. however, what the 
commander-in-chief might have to say to the grunt 
in the field.) 

The technological basis of the modern military 
apparatus foreshadows another important trend in 
war planning techniques. A researcher at the SRI 
International Artificial Intelligence Center recently 
told me that the results of AI research have induced 
a sense of "euphoria" inside the Pentagon -- the 
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second lime I'd heard thai word used to describe the 
psychological state of the military elite. He said, 
" The US military sees artificial intelligence as a per· 
feci solution to ils most pressing problems ". man
power shortages and the low educational ability of 
troops ... 

AI has been seized by the military as another 
panacea. and one of its first applications is in elec
tronic warfare where decision-making processes now 
take place al speeds thai made human intervention 
useless. These speeds are stunning. A programmer 
in a Silicon Valley "spook shop" (one of a new 
breed of defense corporations that aci as high tech
nology adjuncts 10 the intelligence community) told 
me that he is now creating a model of the "elec
tronic warfare environment" in a hypothetical 
NATO/ Warsaw Pact war in Europe. His model is 
broken down into thousandths of a second. 

The dangers inherent in the Pentagon's reli
ance on machine intelligence are painfully obvious. 
The recent failures last year of the NORAD early 
warning system, in which false alarms of a Soviet 
missile attack were communicated, gives some indi
catio n of what could happen when one of these 
machines makes a mistake. 

The military has denied that they have applied 
AI techniques to the early warning system. How
ever, it takes little investigation or imagination to 
real ize that all the components of a launch-on
warning system are already in place and that it's only 
a mailer of lime before the process will be fully 
automated . The " man 10 the loop" is being pushed 
oul. 

The intensity of the modern technological 
battlefi eld , even in a "non-nuclear environment" 
(in the s terile language of the war planners) is 
unprecedented. The 1973 Arab-Israeli war, one of 
the firs t " unlimited" tes ts of modern weaponry. 
consumed SIO billion worth of weapons and supplies 
in the space of two weeks. The potential levels of 
destruction continue to escalate exponentially. 
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This technology has become the driving force 
behind the arms race. A constant electronic cold 
war rages between the superpowers as they probe 
and test each other's defenses. 

Electronic technologies 3re also expanding the 
arena of modern warfare, from the botlom of the 
sea to deep in space. Here 100 military planners have 
come up with a rationale. "Space is a dandy arena, 
actually," says one Pentagon scientist. "You've got 
to attract strategic war off the planet. The notion of 
abhorring war in space is just plain wrong." Tragi
cally, things aren't so dandy : military destruction is 
simply moving into new dimensions. not leaving the 
planet in peace. 

Is there any way out? The sheer size of the 
military sector of the economy alone makes solu
tions hard to come by. A tour around Silicon Val
ley. the heartland of US high technology, gives a 
striking portrayal of how tightly interwoven the elec
tronic warfare industry is with the civilian semicon
ductor industry, Corporations with names like ESL. 
Antekna, Ford Aerospace and Dalmo-Victor are 
interwoven with non-military electronics manufac
turers. This military demand on the market econ
omy severely distorts technology that could 
otherwise be applied in a socially useful manner. 

And the trajectory of American policy offers 
lillie optimism. Even before Reagan's election the 
Pentagon was planning on spending 5245 billion 
over the next decade on eleclronic technologies. 
That figure has since dramatically expanded. 

Perhaps a metaphor for our situation is the 
ubiquitous video game made by Atari called "Mis
sile Command." The game depicts a strategic mis
sile attack on six cities which are nestled at the bot
tom of a brilliant color screen. As the attack 
progresses the player martials his force of ABM's to 
fend off incoming warheads. But no matter how 
good he is. all of his cities are inevitably destroyed. 
Then. out of an orange mushroom cloud, emerge 
the words "THE END." 0 
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The development of microcomputer technol
ogy has been compared to everything from the har
nessing of fire to the creation or the electric motor. 
Its dispersion is bringing with it a flood of debate 
over whether microelectronics will bolster the exist
ing social structure or provide tools for grealer 
democracy. 

The need for a general awareness about how to 
direct the social impact of microelectronics should 
not be limited to computers. It should also concern 
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itselr with the conglomeration or technology thaI 
microelectronics makes possible -- interfacing com
puters and robot systems, artificial intelligence, 
telecommunications in general. Lo 1~k>mOIIQII~. as 
the French call it. 

In Britain , the need ror an inrormed citizenry 
that can direct rather than merely be persuaded to 
accept the impact of microelectronics is considered 
crucial. In fact , it has been remarked that the 
country's only growth industry is talking about the 
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ch ip. British awareness of the micro-revolution has 
been fed by, and has in turn spawned, a plethora of 
media response. 

In 1978, a BBC documentary called Now Ihe 
Chips are Down boldly raised the issues of automa
tion, unemployment, and government apathy. The 
program was a phenomenal success, and prompted 
then Prime Minister James Callaghan to announce a 
500 million-pound microelectronics developmem 
program fo r the U.K. (This program shocked me 
into resigning as a primary school teacher in bucolic 
Derbyshire in favor of full-time london-based 
research into the educational and social implications 
of microtechnology.) 

Rece ntly, Margaret Thatcher's government 
com mitted funds to develop a national network of 
regional ce nters fo r software development and 
excha nge and for teacher training. There is also a 
new com mitment to subsidize the purchase of Brit
ish microcompute rs for secondary schools, which is 
notable fo r bei ng the only exception to a general 
policy of drastic cuts in educational spending. 

In America, the mass media has been rela
tively silen t about the social impacts of microelec
tronics, perhaps in accord wi th the wishes of their 
corporate sponsors, usually major computing com
panies whose multinat io'nal futures arc contingent 
upon spreading Just enough computer awareness to 
ensure ever-cxpandl ng marke ts for their products. 
Any socull Implications that are raised are usually 
whitewashed with superficial optimism 

My complain ts about American ignorance not
withstanding, t hin~ Jre not that much better in Bri
tain despite the med ia a.s~ult , the programs in the 
schools, and the out -of-school initiatives. In Britain 
as well as In the U.S , an emphasis on functional 
Compu ter Literacy, which dilutes computer aware
ness to the level of easily testable skills, is spread-
109 Both cou ntries seem intent on using small 
computers to provide competent industrial fodder 
and to culti vate new kinds of consumers. 

Meanw hile, the gap between the haves and the 
have- nots is increasing exponentially in both coun
tries. The US may reac h the critical flashpoint that 
sets o ff riots li ke the ones now commonplace in Bri
tain . Or perhaps the displaced and unplaced work
fo rce will be contained by sophisticated micro
surveillance prefaced by Reagan 's recent move to 
create an ex tensive databank on welfare recipients. 

A glimmer of hope 

In the midst of all this gloom, a hopeful British 
effort was in itialed in November of 1980. Comput
erTown UK! (CTUK!) is a nationwide network of 
voluntary computer literacy centers, at present 
loosely linked by the British magazine Personal Com
pUler World. 

crUK! aims not to establish a "nation of pro
grammers," says PeW, but to do something "on a 
very wide seale to introduce the public to some basic 
truisms of computers." CTUK! centers, which rely 
on "computer enthusiasts" for their operation, have 
spread rapidly from community to community 
throughout Britain. (J) 

Despite its grassroots success, CTUK! seems 
to suffer from some confusion aboul ils goals. On 
the one hand, Personal Complller World speaks of 
using CTUK! to overcome "fear of the unknown" 
(computers) in order to remove a great " barrier" to 
change -- in other words to placate a potentially hos
tile public by endearing them to the technology that 
threatens them. It also seeks to prepare citizens to 
"help create the new industry that this country 
requires ... 

Small computers are being 
used to provide competent 
industrial fodder and cul
tivate new kinds of consu
mers. 

On the other hand, the magazine describes 
crUK! as "subversive." It IS subversive in its 
appeal to get children, " the weak point in society'S 
anti-technology block ... well and truly hooked." 
crUK! may either subvert public apathy to matters 
both social and technological, or wind up merely 
creating an expanded consumer base. 

This ambivalence of direction made me curi
ous about CTUK!'s origins. I found that it is in fact 
another American import, another triumph of 
"American know-how." Before long, I got the 
opportunity to study its progenitor, Computertown 
USA!. during several months in the United States 
early in 1981. 

I The follo ..... ln. QUOlolhon~ on CTUK' arc taken from the November. 1980 Issue of iTrwnol Compu~, 
H fHld. In .... hKh CTUK' v..u Inlrodu~d 
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When I left England, I assumed that CTUSA! 
had gone forth and multiplied, just as CTUK! had 
quickly grown into a nationwide network. What fol
lows is an impressionistic diary of a 6OOO-mile drive 
that meandered ever west in search of American 
computertowns en route to CTUSA!'s California 
birthplace. 

Sesame Place 

My first Stop was Sesame Place, a computer
ized amusement park in a wealthy suburb north of 
Philadelphia. Its founders boast that it houses the 
largest collection of educational computers in the 
US. 

Sesame Place is a joint venture of the 
Children's Television Workshop and Busch Enter
tainment Group. For the past ten years, Children's 
Television Workshop has been subsidized by grants. 
Now that these funds are drying up, the organization 
is looking to commercial ventures on the Sesame 
Place model for new sources of revenue. 

Plans call for cloning Sesame Place in at least 
six other sites, all of them presumably wealthy 
suburbs like the original. The park's chief software 
designer, Dennis Sullivan, explained that the 
Sesame Place software, designed primarily to enter
tain with secondary educational value. will soon be 
offered for sale to the exploding home computer 
market 

photo court~y Lawrence Ihll of Sctence 
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Upon arriving at Sesame Place and paying the 
park entrance fee of SS .4S. visitors are offered 
tokens at three for a dollar. Armed with the tokens. 
each worth four minutes of computer time, they 
approach the Sesame Place Gallery with its 70 Apple 
microcomputers. All of them are bullet-proofed in 
heavy metal with touch-sensitive screens. 

Despite Sesame Place's educational under
tones, arcade mercantilism prevails. When four 
minutes are up the game is over, even if the user is 
left halfway through the new " learning experience." 

In part, Sesame Place is aspiring to provide 
hands-on science education modeled on the Explora
torium in San Francisco and the Lawrence Hall of 
Science in Berkeley, from which its key staff 
emerged. Yet there is precious lillie education 
about computers here. Nothing informs visitors that 
the machines from which they are being fed canned 
trivia are in fact microcomputers, rather than termi
nals to a mainframe. As an afterthought, tucked 
away on a side wall. is a cryptic and untitled display 
of Apple circuit boards. I observed no one being 
distracted from pumping tokens into the machines 
by Ihis free allraction. 

Nowhere, for example. is there a microscope 
with which to gaze and be amazed at a silicon chip. 
Nowhere is there a small browsing library with 
books and journals that might address the social 
implications of the technology so casually displayed. 
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Fir!!t graders .... Ith rrocs and calculators in a " learning 
actiVIty" developed by the La .... rence 11 311 of Stience. 

There are no bulletm boards with news clippings, no 
films or videotapes being shown One would think 
that at least a single machine could be spa red to 
offer educat ional programs Ihat already exist, like 
the simulation of the Three Mile Island accident 
available on Apple. 

Perhaps I am overcritical of Sesame Place , 
especially m Ihe context of olher amusement parks 
that offer only passive experiences built around thrill 
rides. But it is clear Ihat Sesame Place is designed 
to entertain rather than to provoke and educate. Its 
lies with Busch. the hand from which it is fed, 
prevent it from prese ntmg material of too conlen
tious a nature. But there seems little excuse for 
missing so many opportunities to demystify the 
technology. 

In fact, the Sesame Place Gallery sometimes 
does the opposite. When a machine is down. for 
example, instead of explOIting the educational 
opportumty to explain that the computer is a fallible 
mechamsm. the anthropomorphic message is 
displayed: "Computer is resting." 

On the bnght side, Sesame Place is beginning 
to offer special workshops for teachers and students. 
One of them. called " Meet the Playful Computer," 
ai ms at teachmg how computers work and what they 
can and can't do, rather than concen trating on pro-
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But Sesame Place 's public access to computers 
and education about them are still very limited. The 
cost of entering the park and paying fo r computer 
time, plus its location in wealthy Bucks County, 
ensure that only an already-advantaged population 
will use il. This is a situation I was to encounter 
throughout my tour. 

The Franklin Institute 

While in Philadelphia J stopped at the Franklin 
Institute. The sta ff there explained that it would like 
to educate about microtechnology, but lacks the 
necessary funds. Yet the Institute has nine Apple 
microcomputers buried in ex hibits, none of which 
informs the viewer that it is computer-driven. 

One likely candidate is an eight-foot tall ply
wood box with a screen and keypad which the visitor 
uses to obtain a "pcrsonalized" suggested tour of 
the Institute. This exhibit corresponds to the popu
lar mythology of what computers are supposed to 
look like. Yet silli ng behind the plywood box on a 
shelf, invisible to the public, is a microcomputer. 

The Franklin Institute claims it can't afford to 
educate the public about the technology that will 
dominate civilization to the end of the century. 
However, it evidently can afford to perpetuate myths 
about this technology by displaying a micro in main
frame clothing. 

The Ca pital Children's Museum 

The Capital Children'S Museum. located in a 
Washi ngton , D.C. ghetto. has just been given thirty 
Atari computers by Warner-Amex. The Museum 
now considers itself the largest public access com
puter center on the East Coast, not counting Sesame 
Place which the Museum considers an arcade. 

The Museum focuses on exciting hands-on 
facilities for children. and will be using ilS new com
puters in existing exhibits, in its Communications 
exhibit scheduled 10 open later this year, and in its 
Future Center, a computer classroom. The Com
munications exhibit sounds promising: it will 
attempt to reveal computer applications such as 
graphics, robot ics, text editing. electronic mail, 
simulations. games. musical composition. and an 
electronic library. Hopefully the social implications 
of these applications will be explored in this context. 

Executive Director Ann Lewin believes that 
the "further disenfranchisement of the poor" is the 
major problem that will be exacerbated by the proli
feration of computers. She sees the Museum's role 
as providing a public computer center in an area 

25 



accessible to the "permanent underclass." Yet in 
outlining the objectives for computer activity at the 
Museum, the staff has not included the spread of 
awareness concerning such social implications. The 
Museum is delightfully inexpensive to enter, but has 
just made the unfortunate decision to charge 57 per 
session for classroom instruction. 

The Museum of Science and Energy 

Oakridge, Tennessee, infamous as the birth
place of nuclear power, is the home of the Depart
ment of Energy's Museum of Science and Energy. 
It was formerly known as the Atomic Energy 
Museum, but its name was hastily changed after the 
Three Mile Island fiasco. 

In "educating" the public about energy, the 
Museum offers one of the country's largest public 
accesses to computers. Unfortunately, as a Museum 
official commented, it seems to be DOE policy to 
educate with computers, and deliberately not aOOm 
them. The reasons are not merely bureaucratic. 

The Museum is primarily concerned with clear
ing the public Image of nuclear technology. To 
point out that it is using computers, another tech
nology with a somewhat blemished image, could 
prove counterproductive. Here is a case of free pub
hc access to computers, yet half of the people I 
interviewed at the Museum did not realize that the 
machines they were using ""'ere computers. 

The failure at the Museum of Science and 
Energy to explore the social implications of com
puter technology can be explained by conflict of 
interest. The political nature of the material runs 
counter to DOE policy, so it is omitted. (Conflict of 
interest may also explain the absence of such 
milleriai at Sesame Place and the Capital Children's 
Museum, where it might offend someone and jeop
ardize funding.) 

The Oakridge Museum also displayed another 
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computer-related connict of interest. The "Energy 
Van" that brings the museum presentation to outly
ing areas originally had an Apple on board that was 
used to collect and graph public opinion about 
nuclear and other energy technologies. Visitors could 
access the data Jnd add their views to the bank. 

But the DOE put an abrupt halt to this form of 
computer and energy education, claiming that the 
availability of such Information could prejudice 
citizens. The program, soon to be retired com
plelely, now resides on a computer inside the 
Museum. It graphs visitors' responses only for a 
given day, clearing its memory when the machine is 
shut off at night. The DOE apparently does not 
appreciate this opportunity for democratization. 

The L.awrence Hall of Science 

After paying a S2.50 entrance fee, visitors to 
Berkeley's Lawrence Hall of Science get hands-on 
access to six terminals and tW\l microcomputers. 
They are programmed with routines like stockmarket 
games. an animal guessing game, and Joseph 
Weizenbaum's famous Eliza program. 

The nearby bookshop contains over twenty 
books on computing. but only one, Weizenbaum's 
classic Human Judgement and Computer Rtason. 
addresses wider social issues. This book is 
elttremely relevant, but is geared 10 an academic 
audience. 0 other material in the Hall discusses 
the social implications of the technology that fills it. 

The cruellest Irony is that the most popular 
exhibit in the Hall is the program Eliza, which 
Weizenbaum developed to mimic a Rogerian 
psychotherapist in order to demonstrate the dangers 
and limitations of artificial intelligence. Yet the 
Lawrence Hall of Science does not even see fit to 
place above the computer a modest placard mention
ing Weizenbaum 's intentions and warnings about 
Elila. 

Downstairs at the Hall are roomfuls of Apples, 
Ataris. Pets and Plato terminals. For SJ an hour 
time can be rented on Plato, and classes are given 
regularly on the microcomputers at S5 an hour 
Prices are continually rising, but the slaff hopes that 
eventually the Hall will be able to afford to subsidize 
access for the disadvantaged. Unfortunately, the 
immediate future will be the crucial period for gain
ing access to computers to ensure a foothold In the 
diminishing job market. 

Right now, access to Lawrence Hall of Science 
is limited by its location atop a hili overlooking 
Berkeley and the San Francisco BJY. A computer 
van travels to outlying schools, but only the better 
districts can afford the fee of S250 per visit 
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A ComputerTo'Wn c ... cnl al il senior eililens center In Menlo Park, California 

CompUlcrlown USA! 

Finally I arrived at CompUleriOwn USA! Its 
home is the amuent Shangri-la of Menlo Park, Cali
fornia, SCI between Ihe San Francisco Bay and the 
coastal mountams In that heartland of microlcchnol
ogy. Silicon Valley. 

In April of 1919. CTUSA!'s founders, Bob 
Albrecht and Ramon Zamora, put personal comput
ers In straleglc places like schools. piua parlors. 
bookstores. commu",ty centers. parks. and the 
eventual home ba!te of CTUSA!. the Menlo Park 
Library. They managed to auract the support of a 
local representallve of a computer manufacturer who 
provided the prOject with three machines. From 
then on. as the crUSA I Bulletin # I describes il. 
"the project was an Instant success." 

An important measure of that success was a 
S250.000 National Science Foundation grant for a 
threc-year program to replicatc CTUSA! in other 

Journal (I/Co"l/mmlt) COIIIIIIIINK'atlOtlS IV,) 

librorics. The project was funded in September 
1980. just before the Reagan budget cuts. 

From my vantage point in England. CTUSA! 
had looked intriguing. Two California pied pipers 
were apparently attracting loads of children, each of 
whom would go away with a "My Computer Likes 
Me" badge aner a micro·initiation. Yet. beyond its 
often-stated gool of bringing "computer literacy to 
the entire community," a process that the CTUSA! 
bulletin leaves undefined. there are no clearly stated 
aims. no mention of imparting an awareness of the 
social impact of computers. and no demystification 
to counteract the anthropomorphic myth that the 
graduation badge seems 10 reinforce. 

Founder. project advisor. and brains-behind
the-scheme Albrecht predicted last year that by July 
of 1981. CTUSA! would have achieved its goal of 
making "the enlire community" computer literale. 
At lost count. according to jls bulletin, CTUSA! had 
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"given more than 1000 persons, kids and adults the 
opportunity to use a microcomputer." At that rate, 
discounting demographic changes, seer Albrecht's 
dream should come true in 2007, 26 short years 
away. CTUSA! might want to assign its devotees 
the task of computing during what millennium, 
then. would the entire US become a Computer· 
Town. 

CTUSA!'s genealogy is a confusion of what 
begat what. a tangle of conflicting interests. Its 
recently disowned parent. the People's Computer 
Company. began with a radical idealism best cap
tured by the cover of Volume I, number I of iLS 
newsletter, published in October of 1972. It said. 
"Computers are mostly used against people instead 
of for people, used to control people instead of to 
fr" them. Time to change all that -- we need a 
PEOPLE'S COMP UTER COMPANY," 

At first (and perhaps to help it retain its non· 
profit. tax-exempt. low-postage status), the People's 
Computer Company Iried to legally incorporate 

CTUSA! under its umbrella. Albrecht and Zamora, 
who are on the board of directors of People's Com
puter Company. quickly thwarted that move. They 
decided Instead to trademark th e name "CTUSA!" 
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For reasons stili unclear to me after ~veral 
weeks of living in Menlo Park dnd interacting with 
CTUSA' personnel, no attempts have been made to 
replicate the project, to proliferate ComputerTowns. 
Instead, CTUSA' has isolated its activities in Menlo 
Park, "bringing computer literacy to the entire com
mUnlty" 

Albrecht's and Zamora's efforLS toward creat-
109 other grassrOOts initiatives based on the CTUSA' 
model have been confined to the terms of their SF 
grant. which directs them to produce an implemen
tation package that will facilitate replication of the 
project in other libraries. 

CTUSA' has long had access to the People's 
Computer Company's latest periodical incarnation, 
Rnreallonal Compullng, but has chosen not to pub
lish iLS bulletin there or use It as a noticeboard 
Instead, II has limited circulation of ILS bulletin to 
libraries, complying with the minimum NSF grant 
terms, and has used Rnreallonal Compurlng only for 
free self-congratulatory advenising hype. Thus it 
has deliberately declined to Instigate a nationwide 
network to share ideas and experiences to guide the 
mutual development of all. 

This situation has taken iLS toll. Recently. 
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CTUSA! lost the committed, enthusiastic -- and 
hierarchically powerless -- hair or its staff. Without 
the support or ed itor and community coord inator Pat 
Cleland and technical coordinator Cheryl Rhodes, 
CTUSA' has become a drirting shell , an aimless 
advertising noat. 

Suspicions can not be suppressed when it 
appears that the goals or CTUSA!, both stated and 
implicit, are so cosily harmonious with those or 
computer manuracturers. That the fingers or 
CTUSA"s leaders are all in the pies whose ruture 
depends on an explodi ng home computer market -
in developing software, in writing technical manuals 
ror computer manuracturers. in direct stock invest
ments in compu ter companies -- is perhaps mere 
coincidence. Anyway, I am sure it is none or my 
damned business. 

Be thnt as it may . CTUSA!'s "educational" 
tactics point to the most utili larian definition or 
"computer literacy" conceivable: the state or own
ing a computer In CTUSA! staff meetings I 
allended, the: suceess or projects was gauged by 
Zamora '" terms or how many com puters were sold . 
A runcllonallranslation or crUSA!'s mOllO, "bring
ing computer literacy to the entire: community, " 
seems to be. in plain English. "selling people com
puters. " 

Suspicions cannot be 
suppressed when the goals 
of CTUSA ! are so cosily 
harmonious with those of 
computer manufacturers. 

Albrecht's latest inspiration is Compu terKid 
USA'. wherein graterul manuracturers supply com
puters that are seeded throughou t " the enti re com
munity." As Albrecht explai ned to me over lunch, 
one computer would be " loaned" to a group or rour 
youngsters, each having it ror a week at a time. The 
rationale. according to Albrecht . is that arter the 
rrustration or w,thdrawal. the children will soon pes
ter their parents into buying them a computer or 
their own 

crus A !'s rail rrom grace was predicted to me 
both by Art Melmund or the National In stitute or 
Education '" Washington D.C. and by Jim Warren, 
entrepreneur, publisher and instigator or the West 
Coast Computer Faires. who personally witnessed 
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Two California pied pipers 
were attracting loads of 
children, and giving them 
each a "My Computer 
Likes Me" badge after a 
micro-initiation. 

similar connicts or interest rapidly erode the Free 
University in Berkeley over a decade ago. 

So, is this the obituary or CTUSA! and all 
ot her such initintives? Is it time to lay horizon tnl 
their exclamation points and to leave permanently at 
hair mast the nag or volu nteer grassroots e fforts? 
Or are there lessons to learned rrom CTUSA! that 
will increase others' chances or survival? 

lessons l earned 

lesson One certai nly must be to give proper 
credit and recognition in print 10 the efforts or 
volunteers, the backbone or any grassroots initiative, 
instead or giving repeated press exposure to staff, as 
CTUSA! has done . It was irate volu ntee rs who 
pointed out to me much or what is contained in the 
lessons thai rollow. 

lesson Two is to crea te, mai ntai n, and 
increase the network or in teractions with other pro
jects. 

Lesso n Three: Ir the name or the game 
becomes sel r-interest, which blocks the accomplish
ment or anything userul in a community se nse, then 
better to clea r oul. 

lesson Four is to be sensitive to the equity 
issue. CTUSA! is now based in the Menlo Park 
Library, located in a white amuent neighborhood. 
On the other side or the tracks. or rather rreeway, is 
East Menlo Park, known by its predominantly Black 
inhabitants as " The Ghetto." People rrom East 
Men lo Park don't use the Menlo Park Library as a 
rule, but rather go to the East Palo Alto Library, 
which they describe as being "rriendlier." 

Yet CTUSA! wonders why it is not attracting 
new people to the library. CTUSA! has staged two 
"drop-ini" in East Men lo Park , plus one repeat ror 
publicity purposes. But now. its policy is to curtail 
drop-ins, since they do nOl succeed in allr8cting peo
ple back to the library. Albrecht d id donate his old 
Pel computer to the Hoover Boys Club in East 
Menlo Park. 

29 



So, if possible set up the main access base on 
neutral turf. If not, set up on disadvantaged turf, 
involving locals as volunteers. If neither of these is 
possible, make frequent "drop-ins" to disadvantaged 
areas and provide regular free transport back to base. 
I! may in the end be unwise to use a library as base, 
since this may automatically serve to exclude access 
10 Ihe disadvantaged. 

Lesson Five is to involve library stafT as much 
as possible and integrate with library programs. 
CTUSA! has attracted resentment from Menlo Park 
Library staff for using its media access and other 
publici ty mechanisms to advertise its own evenlS, 
without in turn publicizing other library projects 
such as the struggling adult literacy program. Efforts 
to combine adult literacy with computer literacy 
could do wonders for repairing relations. 

Lesso n Six is to make availability of good 
software a priority. CTUSA! uses NSF funding to 
pay an outside evaluator (who co-authors with 
Zamora) to travel 500 miles from San Diego to have 
dinner with the Director and Advisor. If it invested 
as much to update the library software. perhaps 
there would be less of the computer vandalism and 
"fist fights" which now plague CTUSA! and no need 
for the "bouncer," as one library staff calls the new 
person that is being hired with NSF funds . 

Lesso n Seve n is to facilitate exposure to the 
social implications of the technology. This can be 
accomplished by displaying books, articles and news 

-

The Capital Children's Museum 
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items: by showing 
visits to museums 
offices. 

videos and films; by arranging 
or 10 automated factories and 

The difficulties involved are not to be underes
timated. I ha\'e spoken with many teachers of com
puter literacy who ,",ould like to expose their Stu
dents to wider social issues. but are stymied by the 
pedagogical problem of moti\'almg them. An aver
age class of seventh graders will busily beaver away 
al Basic or advenlUre games. but Just tr)· lecluring 
on SUbJCClS as seemingl)" abstract as "social implica
tIons. 

According to Zamora, (TUSA felt reluctant to 
displease the SF by usmg its grant to educate about 
whal it might consider to be politically contentious 
Implications. In the U.K .• where the amateur sci
ence tradition thrives. it is the policy of amateur 
clubs and societIes not to ilCCCpl government spon
sorship. 

lIerein is Les~on Eight: Beware foundations 
bearing grants. By far the best path in the long run 
is one that leads to self· ufficiency 

Do we have the technolo&y·' Or docs the tech
nology have us" I believe that an dWareness of the 
potential of the new technolo&y and a VIsion of the 
possible futures It could bring may overcome both 
the apathy of students and the self-Interest of com
puter enthusiasts. 

Final Lesson: It's up to us 

• • 
-

o 
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All's Fair on the Airwaves 
by Michael Singsen 

A yea r arter the accident at Three Mile Island. 
the nuclear industry launched a million-dollar public 
relations blitz on 11 7 radio and television stations to 
convince a skeptical public to support "Nuclear 
Power. Because America Needs Energy." 

Unable to matc h that ki nd of adve rtisi ng 
budget. the Safe Energy Commun ications Council , a 
broad-based coalition of environmental and media 
reform groups, asked 34 of the broadcasters for an 
opportunity to respond. Citing the Fairness Doc
trine. a federal law that requi res broadcasters to bal
ance their coverage of controversial issues, they won 
more than $150,000 worth of free airtime for their 
message: " Nuclear Power. We Can ' t Pay the 
Price ... 

Without the Fairness Doctrine. the nuclear 
industry would have succeeded in buyi ng a one
sided debate. Not coincidentally, the doctrine is 
now unde r attack 

At its September 17 meeting, the Federal 
Communications Commission proposed that 
Congress enact a sweeping legislative package 
designed to get rid of the Fairness Doctrine. The 
proposed legislation would also do away wi th the 
"equal time" rules that force broadcasters to give all 
candidates for elective office an equal opportun ity to 
obtain airtime. 

Furthe rmore. the FCC has called on Congress 
to redefine communicat ions law to renee! a new reli
ance on "relevant marke tplace forces ." In the 
words of its chairman. Mark Fowle r. the FCC is the 
last "of the New Deal dinosaurs. And we are goi ng 
to change that Today we strike a blow in the cause 
of freedom" 

These proposals were immed iately attacked by 
Friends of the Fairness Doctrine, an ad hoc coali tion 
of groups Including the United Church of Christ, 
National Cit izen's Committee for Broadcasti ng. 
United Au to Workers and Public Media Cen ter. 
Coalition spokesman Andrew Schwartzman, director 
of the Media Access Project , argues that the Doc
trine "enhances the First Amendment by giving 

Mk:h .. c:I Slnl)CI'I ~orh .... lIh the Publ .. ; \iedl~ Ccrllcr In SJI1 Frllntlsco. 
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people holding disse nting or not widely held 
viewpoints an opportunity to ex press them." 

The FCC's present ma ndate . - to regulate 
broadcasting and other commun icat ions industries 
fo r the " public interest, convenience and necessity" 
_. is based on the premise that broadcast frequencies 
are a scarce and valuable public resource. 
Theoretically, at least , the public owns the e lec
tromagnetic spectrum. To prevent chaos on the 
airwaves. the government issues licenses to broad
casters to use certai n frequencies at a specified 
power for a limited time period. Those fo rtunate 
enough to be granted lice nses are considered 
" trustees" of the public airwaves. 

But wi th the prolife ration of new communica
tions technologies, the FCC and the broadcaste rs it 
represents are proclaiming that the Age of Scarci ty is 
over. We are now entering the Age of Abundance, 
they say. in which the profits promised by cable 
television, pay TV, satellites. video discs, fi ber 
optics. videotex. and two-way television will entice 
new companies into this highly competi tive market
place to provide fo r every need and taste and 
viewpoint -- without government intervention . 

Infused with the spirit of " deregu lation, " 
Congress and the FCC have already eliminated 
many key commun ications regulations. For exam
ple, cable television operators are no longer required 
to allocate chan nels for educational. governmental or 
comm un ity access uses. Rad io stat ions have been 
relieved of all obligations to ai r news and public 
affai rs programming or "ascertain" the most press· 
ing issues of concern to the local communi ty, and 
may now sell commercials in whatever length and 
number they choose. Advertising on cable television 
and on public television has also been substantially 
deregulated. And last summer, through an ex traor
dinary and unprecedented legislative maneuver, 
Congress exte nded lice nse renewal terms for radio 
and television stations from three years to seven and 
fi ve years respective ly. 
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In parallel moves, and as a response to com
plai nts about AT&T's telephone monopoly, the 
government has moved to throw open the telecom
mun ications market. Ma Bell, the largest corpora
tion in the world (1980 profits exceeded $6 billion , 
more than the entire r~~'f!nues of the broadcast 
industry)' is now free to move its gigantic presence 
into the computer, data processing and cable televi
sion markets. At the same time, the lucrative long
distance telephone business has been opened to 
companies like Me l and Southern Pacific. 

Attack 011 the Fairness Doctrine 

ow the Fai rness Doctrine has been made the 
target of resentful broadcasters. Basically, the Doc
trine has two parts. First, broadcasters arc c'lCpected 
to provide u reasonable amount of time for coverage 
of important public issues. Second, the covcrage 
must be fair and balanced. The law does not force 
broadcasters to provide "equal time" for all sides. 
but it does say that all sides must have a ··reason-
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able OpportUOlty" to present contrasting points of 
vic"" 

Although the FCC rarely enforces these rules. 
the Federal Courts have upheld the Fairness Doc
trine and forced the FCC to act. So when chal
lenged by individuals or groups seeking to present 

"For Congress to completely 
let broadcasters off the hook 
-- it may be too hard to 
stomach. " 
the other side -- either on a particular issue or dur
ing ballot initiative campaigns -- most stations would 
rather ne80tiate than risk the potenlial expense and 
hassle of a formal Fairness Doctrine complaint. 
In thiS .. ay, citllen.., groups have won millions of 
dollars .. orth of free alrtlmc to pre 'rent alternativc 
points of VIC" In responos.e to induslI), ad ... ocacy 
advertlscments or lopsldcd Initiative campaigns_ 

Broadcasters camplalll that the Fairness Doc
trine makes them "second class citizens" III com· 
parison to the prlllt media. which are not subjected 
to fairness obligations They argue that there is 
already a far greater diverSIty III broadcasting than to 

the ever-shrinking new paper industry 

It IS lrue that in the San Francisco Bay Area, 
for example, Ihere Irc more than forty radio and 
television stations, yet only a handful of daily news
papers. But there are dozens of other nourishing 
publications representmg the entire spectrum of 
communities in the area, while there is little real 
diversity among the television stations and most of 
the radio stations Those who use this argumen t 
Ignore or fall to grasp the essential difference 
between print media and broadcasting all you need 
to start up your own new)paper or magazme is a bit 
of vision and enough money. but a prospective 
broadcaster needs a license -- a rederal monopoly for 
use of a publicly owned resource. 

Those who would ehmmate the Doctrine also 
argue that It is no longer necessary given the new 
dIverSity of the Age of Abundance. Bul unfor
tunately, most people have somehow failed to notice 
Its onset Less than 25'li1 of American homes have 
cable television , and even the most optimistic mdus
try forecasters don't expect the number to surpass 
50% by 1990. For the present. broadcasting -- pri
marily network television __ remains the dominant 
form of broadcast communtcation 

Broadcast channel scarcity is still with us too. 
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When the FCC announced that it would begin 
accepting applications for new low-power television 
licenses. for example. it was swamped by more than 
Sooo requests and had to impose a freeze on further 
applications. It is likely that as few as three or four 
hundred licenses will actually be granted. 

As for diversity, the predominant trend in both 
cable and broadcasting is increasing concentration of 
ownership. The days of the Mom and Pop 
broadcaster are numbered. The cost of buying a 
television station in most major markets runs to tens 
of millions of dollars. Cable is such a capital inten
sive industry that only the largest and wealthiest 
companies can alford to own a franchise in the larger 
cities. Industry analysts expeci that less than a 
dozen companies will own every cable syste m in 
America by 1990. So while there may be more chan
nels in the future. we will actually have fewer 
sources of Information, tighter cont rol of access. and 
less diversity. 

The broadcasters' major argument against the 
Fairness Doctrine is that it violates the First 
Amendment and abridges their right to free speech. 
Thi~ contention might appeal to journalists and civil 
libertarians rightly conce rned about attempts by the 
state to restrict freedom of speech. But the Fairness 
Doctrine does not restrict broadcast journalists' , s ta
tion managements' , or anyone else's right to express 
any point of view. All it requires is that broadcas
ters provide the opportuni ty for someone to present 
contrasting opinions 

As the Supreme Court has ruled o n several 
occasions. most notably in the unanimous Red Lion 
decision. "It is the right of the viewers and 
listeners, not the right o f broadcasters, which is 
paramount , .. It is the purpose of the First Amend
ment to preserve an uninhibited marketplace of 
ideas in which truth will ultimately prevail. Preserv
ing an uninhibited marketplace of ideas does more 
than protect the individual's right to express himself 
freely; it also safeguards the public's right to be 
informed," 

The fate of the Fairness Doctri ne in Congress 
in still unclear Senator Robert Packwood (R-OR). 
Chairman of the Senate Commerce Committee, 
recently told the National Radio Broadcasters Asso
ciation that the time might be right for a " fronlal 
assault" on the Doctri ne. " When the time is 
right," he said. "come to me. I think you'll find me 
not only a willing ally. but a willing leader." Other 
key senators like Barry Goldwater (a broadcast s ta
tion owner) and 1I0wdrd Cannon are also strongly 
opposed to the law. There appea rs 10 be little sup
pon for the Fairness Doctrine In the Senate. 

Journal ojCommllfllty CommumCQlIons IV,l 

". " . and, when we want contrasting opinions. 
we II ask for them. Until then, sit back and shut 
up. " 

On the House s ide, there may be some hope. 
The chai rman of the House Subcommittee on 
Telecommunications. Timothy Wirt h (D-CO> , is a 
strong supporter of the Doctri ne and is prepared to 
defend it. And according to Schwartzman, " the 
Fairness Doctrine has fair ly wide, but not deep, sup
pori in the 1·louse. But unless (H ousel members see 
a strong consti tuency for it, they might be willing to 
let it go or trade it for other items on the legislati ve 
agenda . Once the bill gets before a join t Conference 
Committee, anything can happen." 

Schwartzman is somewhat hopeful that this 
may be "one of those rare issues where members of 
Congress will really act on the basis of principle. 
There is a gut·level feeling that nobody should have 
as much power as broadcasters would witho ut the 
Fairness Doctrine." 

Congress might agree to deregulate license 
renewal terms. Schwartzman predicts, " but to com
pletely let the broadcasters ofT the hook -- it may be 
too hard 10 sto mach. They just don't trust them." 

Whatever the ou tcome, the damage has already 
have been done. The FCC has let the broadcasters 
know that it will look the ot her way on fUlure Fair
ness violations •. a signal that few are likely to miss. 
The result may be that free speech on the airwaves 
is worth what you ca n afford to pay for it. 0 
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Feedback 
Complain ts from Mercury 

Dear Editor. 

(You have wnllen 10 me thaI) you disagree 
with my conclusions (in Memo from Mercury: /,,/or
maflOff T~hnology Is DIf[l'ft'm/. Yel il is nOI the can· 
elusions but rather one of the speculations with 
which you deal . Surely )'ou do agree with my con
elusions as Sialed in the final and concluding para
graph of Memo /rom Mercury. The portIon you 
extracted lin Journal 0/ Communll)' Communications, 
Volume IV. number 21 has been lifted from the 
middle of the work and is deprived of its contexl. 
As a result . an erroneous message is presented 

The objective of the study behmd " Mercury" 
was 10 describe a viable alternative to the blatant 
materialistic consumerism of the past half century. 
which clearly can not be projected into the Cuture for 
any significant pouion of the globe's population. 
We who are fortunate enough to have resources at 
our disposal. for the moment, surely have the obli· 
gation to search out a more appropriate way of life 
that is gentler and less destructive of both physical 
and spiritual resources. 

"Mercury," which was wrillen some three 
years ago, contains a first allempt at describing an 
economic structure in which information nows 
would produce increases in real wealth for ordinary 
people. If society is bent on playing an economic 
game, perhaps it could learn to play the game with 
ethereal goods rather than energy and resource con· 
suming tangible goods. Since the means of produc· 
tion of ethereal goods is very diffuse. no corporation 
has ever written a popular song or a great novel, the 
direct benefits from such a change could, if we han· 
died it right, be very broadly diffused throughout the 
population. 

Industrial technology requires a large "front 
end investment. " Information technology, because 
of ils adaptability, can require lillie more than the 
creator's time as front end investment. True 
enough, we could force this new oppouunily 10 look 
like more of the past, but that need not be so. The 
choice is ours, and there is a choice. 

The royally payments received by the creators 
of ethereal goods look like interest payments earned 
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by a block of capital that is generated by the 
creator's labor The prospect of a widely available 
means for the direct conversion of ordinary people's 
labor Into capital is an exciting social idea which may 
now be allalnable with ,"formation technology, if we 
want it The information marketplace was seen as 
such an mstrument Industrial technOlogy gave us 
..... estern liberalism Will information technology 
bring us "convivial capitalism, II In the lIlich sense? 
It COUld. if we so choose 

In my work, the term "economy" is a means 
of managing the household. for the root meaning is 
this kind of idea. Also, money is a kind of informa· 
tion system that helps us manage the "eko!." A lot 
of accountant type economists have forgotten thiS, 
or so It would seem The economICS of ethereal 
goods is probably an economics of abundance . This 
was not understood when "Mercury" was written. 

The evaluation or assessment of a !tOCiety's 
information is probably Its mOst important task. 
Today, people attach Importance to the mformatlon 
displayed by the mass media That information is 
chosen for its ability to allract allention. Therefore. 
to a large degree, our society assesses Its Information 
on the basis of the Information's ability to attract 
allention, With lillie o r no regard to the 
Informatio n's veracity or Intrinsic worth. 

Ethereal &oads, as opposed to tan&iblc goods. 
are very difficult to evaluate. Our present system for 
Ihe evaluation of ethereal &oods is. first of all, 
already highly technology dependent, IOvolving the 
press, radio, TV and records; and secondly, too 
Simplistic to adequately handle SOCiety's more com· 
plex information In any volume. Information tech
nology should be able to help, and small experimen· 
tal Information markelplaces may provide much 
needed knowledge and experience to guide us into 
more SOCially responsible ways of dealing with 
SOCiety's outpourings of IOformation 

The economic issue was just one of the twO 
constraints put forth in " Memo from Mercury" Ihat 
are inhibillOg Informal ion lechnology 's potential to 
tngger profound soclo·economic benefits. The 
second constraint is language itself. This whole 
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area, which is, I believe, or far more significance 
than the economic one, you totally ignored. Yet 
here is the truly great potentia l ror the next century. 

In spite of your pUblication's apparent interest 
in networks, you chose to ignore the Serendipity 
Machine which is an intelligent network designed to 
make Ivan lIIich's learning webs widely available. 
This particular speculation is based on avoiding the 
use of language in defining interest profiles, and 
instead, uses content usage pallerns which become a 
behavioral surrogate for language. The whole idea is 
that it would be easy to communicate with those 
whose content usage patterns most closely resemble 
each other. With CB radio, it's easy to meet some· 
one, but with this facility, the person you would dis· 
cover would share a lot or your interests, and at 
matching skill levels. As lIIich points out, students 
learn best rrom each other. The teacher is then the 
chief learner. The technology can provide an 
environment that stimulates such activities widely 
throughout the population. Again, if wisely 
deployed. authorship could be widely based. 

Certainly there is an opportunity ror such a 
scheme to be misused in terms of user privacy. yet 
there is much 10 be gained if we do it decently. 
Again. like the inrormation marketplace, the notion 
can be distorted into something sinister. but at the 
risk of miSSing the Irue idea behind the effor!. The 
Serendipity Machine is the only application or infor· 
mation technology or which I am aware that is capa· 

Edilorial Response 

Dear Gordon Thompson, 

We are not only M>rry but also surprised by 
your reaction, Mnce we sent you pre-publication 
dmft., both or the excerpt we had chosen rrom 
Memo Jrom Mercury .tnd or Michael Goldhabcr's 
re.,pon~. When we spoke by phone. you 
enthu.,id';tically "greed to our printing them. 

Our purpose was not to distort your message •. 
we think you'll agree that excerpting the bulk or two 
chapters indicates a very different intention. We 
were, and stili are, interested in stimulating a debate 
on the portion of your argument that was most 
Significant to us Since you devoted more than two 
of eight chapters to these ideas we assume they're 
Important 10 you too. 

We certainly agree with you about the need 
and desirability of "a viable alternative to blatant 
materialistic consumerism" and about the innuence 
that new information technology could have on such 
an alternative. But like Michael Goldhaber, we 
think that an inrormation marketplace is by no 
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ble or widespread application and recognizes the 
existence or linguistic constraint. 

The significant invention of the last century 
could be described as the "time varying icon." This 
covers movies. TV and computer graphics. The new 
technology allows us to reassess the potential and 
costs of iconic writing. We know there are profound 
differences between iconic and phonetic writing in 
terms of the medium's messages. As the new tech· 
nology becomes more available. we have this totally 
new opportunity. one for which lillie or no prepara· 
tion has been done. Yet this may be the route to a 
whole new renaissance. Mouths talk to ears, and 
fingers talk to eyes. The technology can make that 
an exciting and wonderrul experience. All this you 
chose to ignore. Pity. 

You seem to have derived some pleasure in 
distorting my message. You have both deeply hurt 
and disappointed me. Ir by chance you think this is 
a large corporation trying to take over the world, 
please re·read " Mercury ," with the knowledge that 
the work is no longer explicitly runded. Incidentally. 
the image Michael paints or me as a corporate heavy 
is so ridiculously off the mark that it is really ironic. 
Ir you only knew, I' m anything but that. 

Yours si ncerely, 

Gordon 8. Thompson 
Communications Studies 
BeII·Northern Research 

means the best social arrangement in which to make 
use or the new technology. In fact, it seems to 
requi re quite some effort to get inrormation to 
behave like a commodity in a marketplace ought. 

As long as we're making the effort to design a 
society without the objectionable features of the one 
we're stuck with ror the moment, why not go all the 
way? Why assume that capitalism, even of the con· 
vivial variety. is our only option? Why not aim ror 
a society where the production and use of tangible 
goods and inrormation is coordinated in a way that 
supersedes a marketplace altogether? 

That, J believe is what Goldhaber is driving at. 
Can't we agree to disagree, and discuss our 
differences so as to illuminate what's at stake? 

.. Marcy Darnovsky, Editor 

Memo rrom Mercury: Inrormatio n Technology Is 
Different IS ol'ai/able from Ille Insr;tllte for Research on 
PuMc Policy, 1515, chemm Queen Mary, bureau 514, 
MQI/lreal. Quebec H3 V I H8, Canada. 
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Community Memory Kudos 

Dear Friends, 

Thanks for the information about the Com
munity Memory Project. I'll admit it -- I was a little 
skeptical when I first heard about you. "Great," I 
thought, "a bunch of nerds forming a social club!" 

But ('II gel 10 the point. You have managed 10 
follow through on a number of ideas that have 
occurred to me only recently. I am only beginning 
to sort OUI the techno- garbage and scientific fallout 
from the past three years, and il is helpful to hear 
from people like yourselves. 

Specifically, I could not see the computer func· 
tioning in anyth ing but a hierarchical context. It is a 
special tool, requi ring specially trained operators. Its 
power. and the fact that there is really a limited 
access to its uses. via the programmer, has led to its 
easy incorporation into the corporate structure. It is 
a tool that has enabled increased centralization and 
control over many more details of our lives and 
work. Such detailed control not only has led to 
abuse, but to increasing stress in living and working. 

One might expect that the advent of the micro
computer would in some way help to alleviate the 

" You Ire a good computer 
bu t not a great computer." 

situation by relieVing the centralized &spects of com
puter control. It has, in most cases, done Just the 
opposite. In mo)t cases, micros are still used in 
applications that scrve to reinforce the hierarchy and 
top-down truClure of most businesses and work 
places, It simpl) enables the small fry to act just 
like the big bo)'s 

The mcorporatlon of the computer into 
grassrools organlzmg efforts can also lead to 
IOcreased centralized conlrol In faci. It can become 
the actual basis for that control I don't care how 
many SID checks he receives rrom normal folk Just 
like you and me, I stili thmk. that Richard Viguerrie 
is a rascist I'm sure other examples abound 

But enough of the soap bolt The Interesting 
thing about Ihe Community Memory Project IS thai 
you seem 10 have round. wa)' of makmg the com
pUler a 1001 of decentralization and power shomng. a 
possibility that I haven ' t really considered realistic. 
While the Community Memory Pro)CC1 doe~ not 
dLrectly address the Issues raised by the prevailing 
methods of computer use. It does offer an interest
ing alternative. And It is honest about the limitations 
and desirability (or undeSirability) of computerizing 
_. Issues near and dear to my hearl , Maybe some or 
the CommuOity Memof)' ProjCCt participants ~ill gct 
the urge to organize to tackle some of those prob
lems. 

Which bnnlS me to m)· other point It is 
difficult to bring people together. to organize to do 
thmgs. in anything but some rorm or hierarchical 
structure. We certainly have a lifetime or training 
and education that tells us that such structures are 
necessary and deSirable A responSI'le communica
tions network requires a structure that is not only 
inVisible. but nuid, capable or adapting to changing 
circumstances. and acceSSible to all of those who 
participate 10 it 

The CommuOity Memory Project, when func
honing at its best, will not supply the dogma or the 
organizational structure that contains all the answcrs. 
It is an invisible organizer that allows people to find 
their common ground, allack the problems that 
matter to them m the ways that they deVise. 

Sincerely, 

Richard Delaura 
SomerVille, MA 

Community Memory IS I deslln for I public ICCeSS COmpuLer OCI .... ork It, d~ll'uon of lhe C 
Memory concept mlY be obtained from 916 Parker 51 . Berkeley, Cit, 947tO OmmunlLy 
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Short Circuits 

No-Frill Novels 
Shoppers have shown themselves willing 10 

buy boxes labeled simply 'detergent ' or 'peanut 
bUller' and cans called 'beer,' bUI how will generic 
books go over? Publishers' Weekry reports that a new 
line of paperbacks is about to hit the racks. featuring 
"no title, no author, no reviews," Each book. 
covered in black and while. will si mply be identified 
as 'romance: 'science fiction,' 'mystery,' or 
·Western .• 

The books are said 10 be partly a gag, but they 
will include. in the publisher's words, "0 real story 
with at least four characters. an interesting plot, and 
all the standard features readers expect." The gen
eric romance, for exampl e. wilt conlain a man , a 
woman, a large house. o ne walk. a kiss and an event 
by the sea. 

Zodiac News Service. g-7-81 

Second ThoughlS 
The man who is credited with inventing televi

sion thinks most of the programs shown today are 
"awful." In fact, says Vladm ir Kosfazworykin, 92 
years old, "I'd never let my children even come 
close to this thing." 

Kosfazworykin developed the principle of 
television while working at Westinghouse in 1923, 
shortly arter he had immigrated to the United States 
from the Soviet Union. When he showed his first 
crude TV pictures to his superiors, he recalis, they 
were unimpressed. He says that his immediate boss 
was told by a Westinghouse o fficial to " please put 
this guy to work on something more important. " 

Zodiac News Service, 7-)1-81 
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Pulling the P lug 
The Federal Commu nications Commission is 

proposing a rule that would allow the government to 
stop all television and radio broadcasts whenever it 
decided it was necessary. The FCC made the propo
sal arter it found that equipment used by the th ree 
major television networks interfered with NASA's 
ability to communicate with the crew of the Space 
Shuttle Columbia prior to its landi ng. 

The networks' technicians voluntarily shut 
down their equipment , but in the future the FCC 
doesn't want to take any chances. It is asking for 
the authority to shut down broadcasters whose 
equipment interferes with "communications involv
ing the safety of life or protection of property." 

Zodiac News Service, 7-16-81 

Videodisc Bust 
Less than a year ago, several of the world's 

largest electronics firms in troduced " video disc" sys
tems that offered high quality video recordings on 
record-like discs. Now, accordi ng to New Scientist 
magazine, the video disc industry is bombing. 
Instead of bringing in a multi-million-dollar 
bonanza, the magazine says, companies like RCA , 
Philips and EMI are beginning to consider video 
discs multi-million-dollar headaches. 

New SClenllst allributes the flop partly to the 
fact that none of the video disc systems are compati
ble with each other. More importantly, the video 
discs arc losing out to video recording systems thaI 
allow users to copy television shows on tape. Video 
discs don't have that capabil ity. 

Zodiac News Service, 8-7 -8\ 
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Confidentia l Shredding 
The sole function of the Confidential Destruc

tIOn Company is 10 get rid of unwanted documents. 
The Weslbrooke. Maine company says It feeds as 
much as 2S Ions of paper a week into its nOiS}', 
dusty four-fool by five-fool shredder. Once 
mulched down. the paper is compressed into 200· 
pound bales and sold for recycling. 

Confidential provides uniformed. bonded 
employees In specially marked yans 10 pick up 
material from customers. Sometimes. Confidential 

says, the customer accompanies the cargo to witness 
its destruction first hand. The charge is between IS 
and 20 cents a pound. 

Zodiac News Service, 6·4·81 

The Corporate War Room 
CompUfenmrld reports thaI major companies 

are installing "corporate war rooms" that feature 
lill-swivel chairs. rear projection screens. sleek con
trol consoles and even skin-sensitive controls which 
allow the corporate president to display a dazzling 
array or graphs wilh the sweep or a hand_ More 
than 60 multinational firms are said to have bought 
these installations at costs or S500.00 to S6OO.000 
each 

The Perils of Paperwork 
Two derense companies reportedly have sub

mitted 2.8 tons or paperwork in bidding ror the con
tract to build a helicopler ror the US Army. The 
helicopter, as it is proposed. will weigh one-and-a. 
half tons. 

Zodiac News Service, 8-7-81 
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Censoring Cable TV 
Teleprompter Incorporated, one or the nallon's 

largest cable leie"lslon S)"'ilem operalor-,. i'i currently 
lobbying in the New York Slate Legislature ror pas
sage of a bill allOWing cable systems 10 cen~r pro
gramming on their public accesli chan neb 

The proposed legislation is believed to be 
aimed at Teleprompter's Manhanan cable sy-,tem. 
which airs some .. ery controvehial sho,",,!!._ Its pro
gramming Ineludes Sal"~ mag.a.z.ine publisher AI 
Goldstein'S " Mldmght Blue" \;Cries, "The Ugly 
George Show" ..... hlch reatures Ii .. e ~~ acts. and 
" Interlude After Mldnighl ." the world's only all
nude talk show 

The Teleprompler-spon<;ored bill would permit 
cable operators to reruse prOgrams deemed .. iolent, 
sexually explicit. or "patently offen\lve.·· It is 
expccled to be si rongly opposed by man)" Civil liber
ties groups who fear such censorship could be 
applied to political content 

Zodiac News Service, 6-11-81 

But Can They Make Coffee? 
A Japanc~ company says it has developed a 

fully aUlomatcd secrelary -- a compuler thai clin 
Instantly comlcrl dictated speech into iI pnnted 
letter The Nippon Ele(tnc Company 5ay!it te<;b on 
the machine ...... hlch sells ror about SI5,OOO, show 
that it is 95 percent accurate in turmng spoken 
Japane!tC into printed script. 

So far. Ihe system can only be applied to 
Japanese because of the relatively small number of 
sounds and syllables in that language. 

Zodiac News Service, 9-11-81 
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How to Write Compute rese 
The Wrller's Workshop, an edi ti ng system 

developed by Bell Laboratories. can ana lyze tex t to 
rid it of run-on sentences and cliches. Discover 
magazine fed Lincoln's Gettysburg Address into the 
system. Ilere is liS original opening: 

Fourscore and st'1'('n )'~ors ago our forefathers 
broughl forrh on this contment a new notion, conceil'f'd 
In Liberty. and dMlCated 10 1M proposition that off men 
are created equal. 

VOK' we are engaged m a greal cIvil war. testmg 
..,'helher Ihal nOIlOIl so conc(!II'ed and so dedlcaled call 
(ol/g e"dure. H'e are met on a greal IX1II1e./ield of Ihal 
war. We hal'(! come to {Jedlcate a porlion of rhar field, 
as a filial reslmg ploce for those who here go~'e Ihelr 
III'(!s Ihal that ,milO" IIlIght /ill(!. II IS altogether jittmg 
olld proper thai M'P should do 11115. 

And here's the compu ter-corrected version: 

E,gllly-sel'ell years ago. Ollr grandfalhers created 
a frpe "atlo" here. They based II on tht' Idea Ihol el'f'f
yoody IS creoled equal. We arf' now fightmg a cml war 
10 we if thiS or allY smlllar nation call sUfI'il'e. 011 this 
baltl~eld M'e are dedlcalmg a cemelery 10 those M'ho 
died for thelf ('OUlltry. It IS only flghl. 

One Too Many 
A British pilot project on the treatment of 

alcoholics found that patients were much more frank 
with computers than with a flesh-nnd-blood psychia
trist Doctors said the drinkers questioned by the 
computer admitted to daily consumption of up to 
finy percent more illcohol than when interviewed by 
a human shrink 

Zodiac News Service, 9-17-81 

Computer Blackballs Houston Tenants 
Landlords in the Houston Apartment Associa

tion are using a computer system to track tenants in 
a quarter of a million rental units. Whenever a 
tenam moves in to a building, the information is 
entered in to the system. When the tenant moves 
out, the landlord fi les a report on any bad checks, 
lease violations. or other objections he may have. 
The land lords' organ ization also sends a staff 
member to court every month to record all evictions 
for the master fi les. 

The informat ion is nashed to all landlords, who 
are then f ree to refuse to rent to anyone defined by 
the system as a "bad tenant. " 

Zodiac News Service, 9-1 J -81 

The Talking Photo 
The company that brought the world instant 

snapshots is reported ly working on a new product -
lolkmg photos. The Polaroid Corporation has 
obtained a paten t on an invention that allows users 
to record 26 seconds of sound on the back of a still 
photograph. 

The product reportedly records the sounds of a 
scene on to exposed fi lm through a bu ilt-in micro
phone and tape recorder as the fi lm is being 
developed. Polaroid is also said to be planning spe
cial photograph holders for replaying the recording 
while the pictu re is being displayed. Polaroid is 
withholding comment on the talking photo, saying it 
is company policy not to discuss products until they 
are introduced on the market. 

Zodiac News Service, 8-14-8 1 

Announcements 00000000000000000000000000000000000000000 

A M usica l OfferinG 

Twenty pieces by l S. Bach are quoted in the 
1980 Pulitzer pnze-winmng book. Godel. Escher. 
Bo('h. To enhance your enjoyment of the book, all 
the musical examples have been recorded on two 
high Quality Dolby stereo cassettes. Th is should 
make an interesting addition to any scholarly library. 
For more information write to: SENOI. Suite 503. 
2490 Channing Way, Berkeley, CA 94704. 

A Critical Spring 

The West Coast Cmicsl Communications 
Conference will be held this year in San Francisco, 
on the lasl weekend of January or the first weekend 
of February. 1982. Prospective panelists are urged 

JOurnal of Communi f)' COlIIlIIl/mCallons IV.l 

to step forwa rd. To voluntee r, or to get your name 
on the mailing list. contact: Ed Whetmore. Chair
man, Communica tion Arts Dept.. University of San 
Francisco. San Francisco. CA 9411 7. 

Union for Democra tic Communications 

The Union for Democratic Communica tions is 
becoming a national organization for media workers 
and students. The Union will focus on consolidat ing 
efforts to respond to national and international 
issues, and the reinfo rcement of smaller networks 
active on the local leve l. Memberships are invited. 
Contact: Serafina Bathrick, Dept. of Communica
tions. Hunter College, 695 Park A ve .. New York , 

.Y. 10021. 
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Back Issues ... 
Single copies of some back issues of the Journal 0/ Community Communications 
are still available. Here are a few of the articles you may have missed: 

IV,2 Spring, 1981 

How Polish Workers Made the News 
The Uses and Limits of Media Reform 
Media Makers in Bonzoland 
Memo from Mercury: Information Technology is Different 
Free Advice on Computers 

IV,I Summer, 1980 

High Tech Politics 
Australian Trade Unions and Technology 
How Can We Cure the Machines? 
Kentucky Fried Farming 
Public Radio at the Crossroads 

111,4 February, 1980 

Personal Computer Networks 
The Labor Exchanges of the 30's 
The Future of Libraries in the Electronic Age 
The Community Radio Network 
Perspectives on the Information Utility 

111,3 September, 1979 

Networking: or Don't Get Fazed by the Maze 
Is Networking Not Working in the Anti~Nuclear Movement? 
Corporalions Co-Opt New Age? 
Hardware Imperialis m 

Issues 111,1 and 111,2 are out o/print. Tables o/Contents and photocopies o/individual arti
cles are available on request. 
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