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To Ann






Society not only continues to exist by transmission, by communication, but it may fairly be said to exist in transmission, in communication.

—john dewey

And when we come to the modern era, especially, we can understand nothing rightly unless we perceive the manner in which the revolution in communication has made a new world for us.

—charles horton cooley

Pour me out another phone.

—david bowie
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Superbloom






ProloguePoppies

The poppies come out every march in walker canyon, an environmentally sensitive spot in the Temescal Mountains seventy miles southeast of Los Angeles, but the show they put on in early 2019 was something special. Thanks to a wet winter in the normally arid region, seeds that had long lain dormant germinated, and the poppies appeared in numbers not seen in years. The flowers covered the canyon’s slopes in carpets of vivid, almost fluorescent orange—the shade you get on hunters’ vests and caps. On social media, word of the so-called superbloom spread quickly.

First on the scene were the influencers. On March 1, Jaci Marie Smith, a photogenic twenty-four-year-old Arizonan with four hundred thousand Instagram followers and a popular YouTube lifestyle vlog, posted a picture of herself sitting among the blossoms. She wore orange overalls, an orange pullover, and a creamy wool fedora, a flower in her mouth. “You’ll never influence the world by trying to be like it,” ran the photo’s caption. The post earned tens of thousands of likes, as did a subsequent one featuring a photo of her clutching a bouquet of freshly plucked poppies with a caption promoting the brand of press-on nails she was wearing—“Neon pink nails for a fun change!”—and a link to buy them.

As the hashtag #superbloom proliferated—it would appear on Instagram a hundred thousand times over the next two weeks—hordes of other, less distinguished selfie-seekers followed the influencers into Walker Canyon. Cars clogged roads and highways. Police struggled to maintain order. The nearby town of Lake Elsinore declared a public-safety emergency. Many of the visitors, angling for the perfect shot, went off the canyon’s marked trails and trampled the delicate flowers. Others, following Jaci Marie’s lead, pulled the blossoms up by the fistful. After a traffic officer was hit by a car, the Lake Elsinore town council closed the main trailhead in an attempt to tame the crowd. The order was rescinded the next day when people started parking haphazardly along access roads and bushwhacking up the hillsides, phones in hand. “Flowergeddon,” the press called it.

The backlash was swift and brutal. The early comments on the #superbloom posts had been uniformly sunny—“OMG so cute!” “Adorable!” “I love this!!!!”—punctuated with every imaginable variation of the heart emoji. But as news of the Instagrammers’ plundering spread, the comments darkened. “Stop ruining the flowers for your selfish selfies,” read a typical one. “Fuck you, you selfish asshole,” went another. Scolding hashtags like #horribleperson, #publiclandshateyou, and #flowerdestroyer were affixed to the poppy posts as badges of shame. The influencers, sensing a threat to their meticulously cultivated auras of bubbly geniality, rushed to update their posts with excuses or apologies. Some deleted their messages altogether. In an internet minute, a semblance of joy had turned to a semblance of remorse.

As it played out in the poppy field and through millions of social media feeds, the affair in Walker Canyon offered a portrait in miniature of our frenzied, farcical, information-saturated time. There was the excitement of communal discovery and the noxiousness of mob action. There was the democratization of media production, with everyone churning out content and competing for the symbolic applause of the like button. There was the hurried, hieroglyphic language of hashtag, emoji, and exclamation mark. There were the influencers, with their cavalier blurring of commerce and conversation, and the followers, reveling in a pageant of mass mimicry. There were the trolls and their cruel, often misogynistic barbs. There were the virtue vigilantes, eager to pillory anyone straying outside prescribed lines of speech and behavior. And, everywhere, there were the phoneheads, so obsessed with their busy little screens that they could neither see their surroundings nor hear the voice of common sense.

As well as a portrait, it offered a metaphor. We live today in a perpetual superbloom—not of flowers but of messages. Our phones have turned us into human transceivers, nodes on a communication network of unprecedented scope and speed. Whatever else we may be doing, we are always receiving and emitting signals, many of which we’re conscious of (words, images, sounds) and others of which we’re not (data on our location, behavior, mood). When we first hooked ourselves up to the network, we did so with excitement and optimism. Being connected to so much information and so many people was thrilling, and it seemed obvious that all those connections would broaden our minds, enlarge our sympathies, and make the world a nicer place. More communication would mean more understanding.

It hasn’t turned out that way. The excitement may still be there—if Instagram doesn’t get you going, TikTok will; if TikTok seems stale, there’s Discord or BeReal or whatever’s next—but the optimism has turned to foreboding. We find ourselves facing a raft of unintended and unforeseen consequences—all the social pathologies on display in Walker Canyon as well as other, darker ones—and like the Lake Elsinore town council we’re frustrated by our inability to address them. We spend our days sharing information, connected as never before, but the more we communicate, the worse things seem to get. Poppies are lush, vibrant, and entrancing. They’re also garish, invasive, and narcotic.






Part OneCollapse




Here come the line-gang pioneering by.

They throw a forest down less cut than broken.

They plant dead trees for living, and the dead

They string together with a living thread.

—robert frost












Chapter 1A More Perfect Liquefaction


An Unlikely Guide

It’s hard to imagine a man less suited to the banter and bluster of social media than Charles Horton Cooley. Born in 1864 to a blue-blood midwestern family—his father was an eminent jurist—Cooley grew up a sickly, solitary child, plagued by vague but debilitating stomach ailments. Moving his bowels was a trial. “Sometimes I think I am fit for nothing but a cloister,” he wrote in his journal. In social situations, he went on, “I feel exiled from myself.”1 He remained reclusive as an adult. A professor at the University of Michigan, initially in economics, then as the founding member of the school’s sociology department, he rarely collaborated with colleagues and seldom conversed with anyone outside a small set of family and friends. He spent most of his time alone in his Ann Arbor office, reading and thinking, with the occasional sojourn to a secluded lakeside cabin he’d built in the northern Michigan woods. “Rarely can a modern American,” a relative would recall after Cooley’s death in 1929, “have lived so withdrawn from the harassments of our times.”2

Despite his shy, monastic ways, Cooley proved an incisive and original thinker about social relations. What he had trouble experiencing firsthand he was able to explore in the quiet spaces of his mind. Writing when sociology was still an infant discipline struggling to distinguish itself from economics and political science, he came to reject the orthodox view of society as a collection of individuals pursuing, through competition or cooperation, their own interests. To his eye, the opposite seemed nearer the truth. Society shapes the individual more than the other way around. “Self and society are twin-born,” he wrote, “and the notion of a separate and independent ego is an illusion.”3 He believed in the existence of a “social mind” that’s more than the sum of its parts, and he came to see that the way people exchange information determines the workings of that collective intelligence. It was Cooley in fact who coined the term social media—in a remarkable 1897 article called “The Process of Social Change.”4

Published in the prestigious Political Science Quarterly, the article begins unsteadily. In its first few pages, Cooley speculates about whether the “Darwinian idea of change by survival” might help explain how societies evolve. He offers a series of observations about “race elements” and “unwholesome influences” that now come off as at best fatuous and at worst repugnant. But then he switches course. He dismisses natural selection and heredity as forces of social change. They work too slowly, too haphazardly. What really matters, he suggests, is communication. Because we humans are “imitative and sympathetic” creatures who adjust our attitudes and behavior in response to social cues, the way we communicate determines, in large measure, the way we think and act. Whenever the “mechanisms of communication” change, society changes. And the faster the mechanisms change, the faster society changes.


The two things that must always coöperate are human nature and the mechanism of communication. The first is a relatively permanent factor; but the second is highly variable, and is for that reason of peculiar interest and importance. Its variations have generally been in the direction of greater efficiency, and it is largely because of this fact that the history of the past two thousand years is a record of rapid and accelerating social change.



In his stress on the means of communication, rather than the content, Cooley anticipates the work of the celebrated media theorists of the second half of the twentieth century—scholars such as Harold Innis, Marshall McLuhan, and Neil Postman—who are now seen as the founders of contemporary communication studies. Cooley was, like them, a media ecologist. He recognized that communication technologies are much more than tools that people use to throw their voices and ideas across distances. Every new medium creates a new environment. As we adapt to the environment, it shapes our perceptions and thoughts, our relationships with others, even our sense of self. The Yale professor John Durham Peters points out that a crucial line in Cooley’s article—“social influences act through a mechanism; and the character of their action depends upon the character of the mechanism”—could have been written by McLuhan. It means something very similar to the later writer’s famous dictum “the medium is the message.” Both men saw that how we communicate is even more important than what we communicate. Both found in the technology of communication an “engine of history,” as Peters puts it.5

But Cooley’s emphasis was different from McLuhan’s. McLuhan was primarily interested in how communication technologies mold individual consciousness by altering sense perceptions and patterns of cognition. Cooley’s interest lay in how the technologies shape the social mind by changing the way influence flows and associations form among people. A communication medium, for Cooley, is not just a conduit for information. It is an instrument for regulating group behavior and belief. By means of its media a society promotes values and sets norms, allocates praise and censure, promulgates models of conduct and character, motivates and coordinates action, and establishes hierarchies and other structures of power and status. Human nature may be largely fixed, but human behavior is always susceptible to social influence. “Association may not change nature, but it usually controls conduct,” Cooley observes. And association is itself governed by communication.



Spheres of Influence

Early humans communicated with their bodies—through facial expressions and hand gestures, grunts and growls. When language at last emerged in the species, some two hundred thousand years ago according to the best current estimates, it greatly expanded the scope and precision of communication. More could be said, more could be shared, more could be known. But speech remained tied to the body. Like grunts and growls, words went directly from the mouth of the speaker to the ear of the listener. Our ancestors could communicate only with those in their immediate vicinity—within earshot or eyeshot. It was possible for ideas to travel through time and space, by being transferred from one speaker to another to another, but such chains of oral transmission are precarious. They’re slow, easily disrupted, and prone to the distortions of hearing and memory. Anyone who’s played the game of telephone knows how quickly messages get garbled when passed from person to person.

It wasn’t until the invention of writing, just a few thousand years ago, that speech broke free of mouth and ear and became suitable for transmission by technological means. Once inscribed on papyrus or paper, words could travel across expanses of space and time with little or no distortion. While the spoken word “perishes instantly without material trace,” observed the English novelist and critic Samuel Butler in an 1895 lecture, the written word “extends infinitely, as regards time and space, the range within which one mind can communicate with another.” Writing grants to the thoughts and observations of a writer “a life limited by the duration of ink, paper, and readers, as against that of his flesh and blood body.”6 By tying speech to toolmaking and in turn commerce—by technologizing it—writing also ensured that the efficiency of communication would advance steadily and at an accelerating rate. Human ingenuity guaranteed that there would be books, printing presses, newspapers, telegraphs, fax machines, and computer networks. And the desire for money and prestige guaranteed that the competition to invent and improve such tools would be fierce.

Every communication medium is political, a conduit of power as much as thought. In extending the range of speech, writing widened the scope of personal and institutional influence. A written word had the potential to shape the thinking and behavior of far more people, around the globe and down the ages, than a spoken one ever could. The expansion of spheres of influence had profound social consequences. It gave central authorities such as churches, governments, and despots more levers of control. They could project their power through the circulation of laws, doctrines, and edicts, and they could protect their power by preventing others from gaining access to communication systems. Tools of communication also served as tools of empire.7

But in broadening spheres of influence, writing had another, countervailing effect. It gave people, at least those who could read, far greater exposure to the thoughts of others. Once printing presses began making books commonplace, every literate person could, as Cooley writes, “form his own environment by retaining what suits him from a variety of materials, and by opening communication with congenial minds in remote times and places.” By freeing the reader from his physical surroundings and local social group, the written word not only hastened the spread of knowledge; it fueled the rise of individualism. The reader, withdrawing into the solitary act of reading, could chart the path of his own intellectual growth. The book may have been “the first product of mass production,” as McLuhan wrote, but it “isolated the reader in silence and helped create the Western ‘I.’ ”8

As written works—books but also journals and letters, newspapers and magazines—proliferated through the centuries, individuals gained ever greater exposure to thinkers and ideas. They could associate with others on the basis of affinity rather than just proximity. Even as writing extended the influential reach of central authorities, it decentralized both the power of influence and the power of association. The tension between centralized and decentralized communication would grow stronger as new, ever more capacious media emerged. In 1517, not long after the invention of the printing press, a small-town German priest named Martin Luther became one of the first persons to turn the tension to his advantage. By circulating thousands of printed copies of his subversive Ninety-Five Theses, he challenged the authority of the mighty Catholic Church, ignited the Protestant Reformation, and turned himself into the world’s first media star.9 He used decentralized media to establish himself as a center of influence. The interests of today’s online influencers may lean more toward fashion accessories than articles of faith, but in using a new medium to bypass traditional intermediaries and reach an audience directly, they are Luther’s heirs.

When Cooley invokes the term social media in his article, he uses it to describe the new groups that coalesced around ideas, interests, and personalities once communication was freed from its bodily constraints. Each group itself became a medium for circulating information and opinions among its members.


There are as many social media as there are specialized groups of sympathetic and communicating individuals, and in choosing his environment a man chooses what groups he will belong to. Each of these groups or media is subject to movements more or less peculiar to itself; it has in some measure its own opinions, institutions and traditions.



As people with “like natures” became better able to find one another and form their own communities of interest, independent of where or even when they lived, society grew more dynamic, more changeable, and more unsettled.



Epiphany

Cooley lived at a pivotal moment in the history of communication, a time as tumultuous as our own. He was born in the decade (the 1860s) that saw the completion of the first transcontinental telegraph line and the development of the first telephone prototype, and he died in the decade (the 1920s) that saw the establishment of the first commercial radio station and the invention of television. He was an eyewitness to the many upheavals that happened when information began to move at the speed of electric current.

When he wrote “The Process of Social Change,” he was very much aware of how new media technologies—he points to “telegraphs, telephones, photography and the marvels of the daily newspaper”—would continue to accelerate the pace of social transformation. Political ideas, religious tenets, scientific discoveries, fashions in music and clothing: all would become “quicker in transmission and more general in their incidence, accessible at a greater distance and to a larger proportion of the people.” More groups would form around common interests and beliefs, and as those interests and beliefs became more specialized or more extreme, the new groups would splinter into still more groups. Authority and control would be even more subject to the opposing forces of concentration and centralization on the one hand and fragmentation and diffusion on the other. The consequences could not be predicted, but Cooley saw they would be momentous. “So far as concerns the general character of social change,” he concluded, “the effect may be described as a more perfect liquefaction of the social medium.” As communication speeds up, once-stable social structures and relations become as malleable as water.

Cooley’s insights into the way mechanisms of communication change society by altering flows of influence and forms of association are instructive. As we’ll see, they explain a great deal about how mass media reshaped society in the twentieth century and how social media is transforming society in our own time. But Cooley’s analysis was incomplete. At the moment of his great epiphany—that striking vision of society liquefying in a welter of contending influences—his powers of prophecy failed him. He turned his eyes away from the more ominous implications of his argument. Unable to appreciate the blurriness of the lines that separate influence from manipulation, association from tribalism, he remained blind to the possibility that, by giving people ever greater power to filter information and form groups on the basis of personal whim or partisan passion, more efficient communication might breed factionalism, authoritarianism, and strife. It might destabilize or even fracture society.

Maybe as a result of his isolation from everyday “harassments,” Cooley held to a sentimental view of human nature. When given the freedom to choose their own influences and associations, to create their own environment, people would, he believed, make thoughtful, rational decisions. Exposed to more facts and opinions, they would become better informed and broader minded. They might at times act selfishly or come under the spell of pernicious ideas, but the social pressure of communication would eventually push their thoughts and behavior back into line. “It is the tendency of communication,” he wrote toward the end of his article, “to give human nature a fair chance, levelling before it the barriers of ignorance, blind hostility and constraint of place, and permitting man to organize his higher sympathetic and aesthetic impulses.” As the mechanisms of communication continued their inexorable advance, social and cultural progress would follow technological progress.

Cooley could sustain his idealism only by curbing his genius. He had to gloss over the conflicts inherent in his portrayal of social change, to assume the expansion of a society’s communicative capacity would, as if by magic, conjure solidarity out of individualism and unity out of division. The proliferation of groups would not weaken the whole but strengthen it. Cooley’s faith in the power of communication to create “a larger togetherness,” the cultural critic Philip Rieff would write in a perceptive 1962 essay, “reflected a deeper disinclination to take into account the demonic in man.”10 In his misreading of human nature, the recluse would have plenty of company.



The Social Missionary

Mark Zuckerberg had reason to feel cocky at the start of 2012. His eight-year-old company, Facebook, had vanquished its major rival, MySpace, and now sat alone at the top of the burgeoning social media market. Some nine hundred million people were regular users of the network, more than double the number just two years earlier, and they were posting nearly three billion messages every day. Ad sales and profits were booming. The company’s prospects, already bright, were about to get brighter still, as Zuckerberg was secretly negotiating a deal to acquire a buzzy photo-sharing start-up named Instagram. With Facebook on track to go public in a few months, in what was shaping up to be the biggest U.S. IPO ever, Zuckerberg was set to become one of the wealthiest persons on the planet.

But the young entrepreneur had grander aspirations. He was going to change the world. On the first day of February, he wrote a long, earnest letter to would-be shareholders explaining that Facebook had a higher calling than making money. It was pursuing a “social mission” to create a more perfect society by getting people to communicate more. “People sharing more,” he wrote, “creates a more open culture and leads to a better understanding of the lives and perspectives of others.” He took inspiration, he said, from the world-altering communication technologies of the past, notably printing and television: “By simply making communication more efficient, they led to a complete transformation of many important parts of society. They gave more people a voice. They encouraged progress. They changed the way society was organized. They brought us closer together.”11 Facebook would do the same, on an even larger scale.

Zuckerberg’s riches continued to grow in the ensuing years, but his social mission foundered. Events rebuked his hopes, again and again. Society did not grow more harmonious. It grew more fractious, and much of the blame fell on social media. Facebook in particular faced fierce criticism for, among other alleged offenses, encouraging bullying and shaming, circulating hate speech and lies, spying on the public, polarizing the electorate, and monopolizing the dissemination of information. Social media was transforming society, but not in the way Zuckerberg had promised.

It all boiled over in 2016. The year began when a heavily armed man, a twenty-nine-year-old father of two, stormed a pizza parlor in Washington, D.C. He was intent on freeing children who, according to rumors circulating online, were imprisoned in the restaurant by a Democratic Party pedophile ring. Though he found no captives, he succeeded in terrifying plenty of kids out for pizza with their families. The year ended with the election to the presidency of the United States of a malevolent coxscomb with a tweeting habit. The campaign had been marked by the spread, through Facebook, YouTube, Instagram, and other platforms, of thousands of fake and often bizarre news stories from made-up publications, all aimed at misleading or confusing voters. Social media had become, to steal a line from an old Joan Didion essay, “the ganglia of the fantastic electronic pulsing that is life in the United States,” and the neurons were misfiring.12

The controversies didn’t seem to disturb the equilibrium of the Facebook founder and chief executive. He remained unchastened, his cockiness intact. On February 16, 2017, just three months after the contentious U.S. vote, he posted another public letter, this one nearly six thousand words long. Titled “Building Global Community,” it expressed even more grandiose ambitions than the 2012 missive. Reporters termed it a manifesto. Facebook was, Zuckerberg announced, expanding its mission from “connecting friends and family” to building “a global community that works for everyone.” The ultimate goal was to turn the already vast social network into a benevolent superstate “spanning cultures, nations and regions.” Facebook would become the world’s “social infrastructure.”13

Charles Cooley’s ideas echoed strongly, if unintentionally, through the letter. Zuckerberg suggested that the global community he envisioned would emerge organically, and inexorably, from the formation of “millions of smaller communities.” The influence-sharing groups that Cooley had referred to as “social media” Zuckerberg called “mediating groups that bring us together and reinforce our values.” Facebook’s role, he declared, would be to provide new software tools to automate the establishment of such groups. He expressed particular excitement about using artificial intelligence techniques to make group formation more efficient. The company would use machine-learning algorithms to identify sets of people likely to share interests or opinions, introduce them to one another on Facebook, and encourage them to set up formal information-sharing groups on the platform.

Underpinning Zuckerberg’s manifesto was a conception of society as a technological system with a structure analogous to that of the internet. Just as the net is a network of networks, so society, in the technocrat’s mind, is a community of communities.* Given the right set of common communication protocols—the ones provided by Facebook, naturally—all the world’s subcommunities would interconnect to form a seamless global community. Community would scale, to use a term beloved by the tech elite. With its earlier invention of the News Feed algorithm, Facebook had automated the flow of information and influence among people, achieving what Zuckerberg called frictionless sharing. Now it would use its software to automate group formation through frictionless association.

But the entrepreneur’s vision of “a global community that works for everyone” was a fantasy. Human beings are not computers. The communities they form are not electronic networks. Society does not scale. What was missing from Zuckerberg’s manifesto was any sense of people as individuals, with their own backgrounds and beliefs, personalities and motivations, quirks and biases. People join together into groups on the basis of shared interests or values not technical protocols. Oftentimes the interests or values of one group will be in tension or conflict with those of other groups. Sometimes a group’s beliefs will be odious or intentionally abrasive. A group of white nationalists is not going to interconnect with a group of Antifa protesters, at least not in a way that breeds understanding and harmony. A community of incels is not going to interconnect with a community of women software programmers to form a larger community. Networked computers communicate with a cold and predictable precision. People communicate with love, anger, passion, resentment, joy, and fear, among innumerable other emotions.



The Gift

The cosmos, the opening verses of the Bible tell us, was spoken into being: “God said, ‘Let there be light’; and there was light.” The original act of creation was an act of communication. Five days later, after God had spoken into being the sky and the stars, the land and the sea, trees and fish and mammals and bugs, we humans were in our turn spoken into being, with a special, sacred dispensation: “God said, ‘Let us make humankind in our image, according to our likeness.’ ”

To be fashioned in God’s image is to share his ability to speak. Our facility with language, the scriptures suggest, separates us from and elevates us above the other animals of Earth, all those grunting, growling beasts. When we speak, we express the divinity within us. We express as well our powers of creation, another of our godlike qualities. What we create with our words, before all else, is ourselves. The voice of consciousness that’s forever talking inside our head—that weird hybrid of monologue and dialogue that makes speaker and listener one—is the sculptor of the self. Language, writes Karen Armstrong, a religion scholar and former nun, “is not only a vital means of communication, but it helps us to articulate and clarify the incoherent turbulence of our inner world.”14 Even the most ineffable experiences are quickly translated into words by the mind. Moment by moment, we speak ourselves into being. And then, turning our voices outward, we join with others in common pursuits. We use words to coordinate thought, feeling, and action. Together, we speak our world into being.

The singularity of human speech has been given a secular blessing by science. Plenty of other animals exchange information, sometimes with subtleties we can only guess at, but nowhere in evolution’s vast and branchy tree is there to be found another species that comes close to Homo sapiens in communicative prowess. Singular in itself, our skill with language springs from other singularities in our makeup—in our physiology, our cognition, our psychology, our sensorium, our memory. And it is by means of our verbal dexterity that we do extraordinary, distinctively human things: think complex thoughts (The Critique of Pure Reason, the theory of relativity), build complex objects (a cathedral, an atomic bomb), and live together in complex societies (cities, nation-states). Whether understood as providential gift or natural phenomenon, our fluency at communication is central to our sense of ourselves as exceptional beings at the pinnacle of life’s hierarchy.

Charles Cooley and Mark Zuckerberg could hardly be more different as men, but in expressing a belief in the inherent goodness of communication both joined a venerable Western tradition of humanistic thought. It’s a tradition most of the rest of us subscribe to as well. Communication, we tell ourselves, is not just what makes us special. It is the nearest thing we have to a universal remedy for personal and social ills. The sharing of information and opinion shrinks the world. It breeds empathy and understanding. It mends divisions and calms strife. It turns adversaries into allies, enemies into friends. Communication is a moral force.

And if communication is good, more of it must be better. Ever since the great Enlightenment philosophers started dreaming of a world-encompassing Republic of Letters, society has felt an obligation to encourage any and all attempts to increase the efficiency of communication—its speed, its volume, its reach. Advances in media technology came to seem integral to liberalism, pluralism, and democracy—to the entire project of modernity. The eighteenth-century German philosopher Johann Gottfried von Herder expressed the common wisdom well in his Letters for the Advancement of Humanity: “The more and the more easily messengers reach everywhere here, everywhere there, then the more the communication of thoughts is advanced, and no prince, no king will seek to hinder this who understands the infinite advantages of the mind-industry, of mind-culture, of the reciprocal communication of inventions, thoughts, suggestions, even of mistakes committed and weaknesses.”15 To stand in the way of communication is to stand in the way of progress.

The messengers von Herder had in mind were, of course, human beings—envoys, couriers, and postal agents who carried documents on foot, on horseback, or aboard ship. In the eighteenth century, as in preceding centuries, communication systems were transportation systems. Messages were cargo. The invention of writing may have liberated speech from the body of the speaker, but every written work, whether letter or contract, newspaper or book, still had to take a physical form. It could move only as quickly as a human being—or, on rare occasions, a homing pigeon—could carry it. Information had not yet changed its state. It was still a solid. It had substance and weight, and it was subject to all the frictions of the material world.

In the centuries after the invention of writing, there had been many attempts to speed up the transmission of information, most involving the use of auditory or visual signals in place of physical documents.16 The ancient Greeks constructed a system of lookout towers and fire beacons to send bulletins across their empire. West Africans communicated through talking drums, using subtle alterations in the tone and rhythm of beats to transmit messages. In the late eighteenth century, the French started sending communiqués through an elaborate “optical telegraph” involving watchtowers, telescopes, and mechanical semaphores. Others exchanged messages with smoke signals, flags and pennants, mirrors, cannon blasts and gunshots. Paul Revere used lanterns in a church steeple. However ingenious, all these methods of conveying information had severe limitations. They could send only simple messages over short distances, their transmissions were subject to distortion and ambiguity, and they could be rendered useless by bad weather or the setting of the sun.



The Vital Cord

The next real revolution in communication efficiency, the electronic one still playing out today, didn’t begin until the arrival of the telegraph in the nineteenth century. Once words could be translated into codes and sent over wires as electric pulses, human messengers began to be replaced by mechanical ones. Freed from another layer of physical constraint, the efficiency of information exchange took a great leap forward. Messages began to speed invisibly and almost instantaneously from place to place. The mystical-seeming transmissions captivated a public infatuated with the spectacles of industrial innovation. Technological enthusiasm became endemic, and it reinforced people’s faith in communication as an unstoppable moral force.

As the telegraph network expanded in the middle years of the century, a utopia of universal understanding appeared within reach. “A new channel of blessing has been opened for the world,” the prominent Boston minister Ezra Gannett told his congregation in an 1858 sermon on telegraphy. “It is an institution for the people. Its office is, to diffuse intelligence; its effect, to allay differences. Men who talk together daily cannot hate or disown one another.” The system’s “most remarkable” consequence, he went on, “will be the approach to a practical unity of the human race; of which we have never yet had a foreshadowing, except in the gospel of Christ.”17 Telegraphy “binds together by a vital cord all the nations of the earth,” wrote the authors of The Story of the Telegraph, a best seller published that same year. “It is impossible that old prejudices and hostilities should longer exist.”18 The book took its epigraph from the Book of Psalms:


Their line is gone out through all the earth,

And their words to the end of the world.



The 1865 International Telegraph Conference, held in Paris, declared itself “a veritable Peace Congress.” All the misunderstandings that once led to wars, the chairman of the gathering assured attendees, would be eradicated by “this electric wire which conveys thoughts through space at lightning speed, providing a speedy and unbroken link for the scattered members of the human race.”19 The telegraph is an “annihilator of distance,” proclaimed Germany’s postmaster general in an 1876 speech. By liberating communication from “clod and hoof,” it would initiate an era of international fellowship. “We have received this wonderful force of nature as a gift from the Creator.”20 The obligation to increase the efficiency of communication felt all the more pressing when progress—material, social, and spiritual—was made visible in the stringing of telegraph wires over city streets and along country roads.

In 1899, two years after Cooley’s article appeared, the New York Times ran an impassioned editorial celebrating the laying of transatlantic communication cables and calling on Western Union, the giant American telegraph monopoly, to cut the cost of international dispatches. By making its rates more affordable, the paper argued, the company would extend the privilege and pleasure of high-speed, long-distance communication to the general public. And it would accomplish something of even greater import. It would help spread peace and goodwill throughout the world. “Nothing so fosters and promotes a mutual understanding and a community of sentiment and interests,” the editorialist declared, “as cheap, speedy, and convenient communication.”21 The truth of the statement would have seemed obvious to readers.

The construction of large-scale communication networks required enormous capital and extensive managerial coordination. In the United States, media became big business, as the rise of Western Union signified. To inventors, entrepreneurs, and corporate executives—Mark Zuckerberg’s forebears—the public’s celebration of communication proved a boon. It not only reinforced their messianic sense of self-importance but also served their business interests. It guaranteed them eager customers, enthusiastic investors, and indulgent regulators. As the pace of technological progress quickened, each advance in media triggered a new burst of millenarian rhetoric. Nikola Tesla, in an 1898 interview about his plan to create a wireless telegraph, said that he would be “remembered as the inventor who succeeded in abolishing war.”22 Not to be outdone, his rival, Guglielmo Marconi, declared in 1912 that his invention of radio would “make war impossible.”23 AT&T’s top engineer, J. J. Carty, predicted in 1923 that the telephone system would “join all the peoples of the earth in one brotherhood.”24 In 1932, the popular technology writer and future RCA vice president Orrin Dunlap said that television would “usher in a new era of friendly intercourse between the nations of the earth.”25

Such cheery predictions were put to an early test in the summer of 1914. In the immediate aftermath of the June 28 assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand of Austria by a Serbian nationalist in Sarajevo, hundreds of urgent diplomatic messages raced between European capitals through recently strung telegraph and telephone wires. As the historian Stephen Kern has described, the rapid-fire dispatches quickly devolved into ultimatums and threats. Rather than calming the crisis, they inflamed it. “Communication technology imparted a breakneck speed to the usually slow pace of traditional diplomacy and seemed to obviate personal diplomacy,” Kern writes. “Diplomats could not cope with the volume and speed of electronic communication.”26 Diplomacy, a communicative art, had been overwhelmed by communication. Even as they impeded negotiations, the new telecommunication systems enabled armies and navies to mobilize much faster than had been possible when military orders traveled by courier. By August, the First World War was under way.

“The moral qualities—prudence, foresight, intelligence, penetration, wisdom—of statesmen and nations have not kept pace [with the] rapidity of communication by telegraph and telephone,” the distinguished British diplomat Ernest Satow wrote in 1917, the war’s bleakest year. “These latter leave no time for reflection or consultation, and demand an immediate and often a hasty decision on matters of vital importance.”27 In a speech delivered thirty years later, at the end of an even deadlier world war, Harold Innis would express the seeming paradox more bluntly still: “Enormous improvements in communication have made understanding more difficult.”28 Despite the thrilling, relentless expansion of people’s ability to exchange information, despite the world being wrapped in wires and awash in messages, despite the unprecedented opportunities for friendly intercourse between nations, the twentieth century turned out to be the bloodiest in history. We had been telling ourselves lies about communication—and about ourselves.






	* Zuckerberg had long held a mechanistic view of society. From Facebook’s early days, he would refer to the social network as a “graph,” a term of art borrowed from the mathematical discipline of network theory. One of the curiosities of the early twenty-first century is the way so much power over social relations came into the hands of young men with more interest in numbers than in people.










Chapter 2Privacy and the Public Interest


Two Paths

Around two o’clock in the afternoon on October 30, 1973, a disk jockey at the New York City radio station WBAI played a track called “Filthy Words” from George Carlin’s latest album, Occupation: Foole. “I was thinking one night about the words you couldn’t say on the public airwaves,” the comedian began. He then rattled off seven choice examples, starting with “shit,” winding through “fuck” and “cunt,” and ending with “tits,” and proceeded to riff on their origin, usage, and relative offensiveness for the next ten minutes.

A Long Island man named John Douglas heard the program in his car as he was driving home from a college-scouting trip to Connecticut with his teenaged son. Douglas was president of CBS’s publishing and education arm. He was also a top-ranking member of Morality in Media, a prominent anti-obscenity advocacy group. He fired off a complaint to the Federal Communications Commission. “Whereas I can perhaps understand an ‘X-rated’ phonograph record’s being sold for private use, I certainly cannot understand the broadcast of same over the air that, supposedly, you control,” he wrote. “Can you say this is a responsible radio station, that demonstrates a responsibility to the public for its license?”1

After a year-long investigation, the FCC came down on Douglas’s side. It ruled that the station had violated a long-standing federal law prohibiting the broadcast of “obscene, indecent, or profane language.” The kind of “obnoxious, gutter language” that Carlin used, the commissioners wrote, “has the effect of debasing and brutalizing human beings by reducing them to their mere bodily functions.” They emphasized that, when it comes to the regulation of speech, broadcasters require “special treatment” because they operate “in the public interest.”2

WBAI’s parent company, the nonprofit, progressive radio network Pacifica Foundation, appealed the ruling, claiming Carlin’s monologue was political satire protected by the First Amendment. In 1977, a federal appeals court issued a split decision agreeing with Pacifica and reversing the FCC action. While granting that the commission had the authority to regulate radio and TV programming, the appeals court argued that the commissioners’ ruling in the Carlin matter went too far. It entered “into the forbidden realm of censorship” and could “inhibit the free and robust exchange of ideas on a wide range of issues.”3

The FCC took the case to the Supreme Court. In a five-to-four decision issued in July of 1978, nearly five years after the offending program aired, the court sided with the commission. Writing for the majority, Justice John Paul Stevens observed that while “each medium of expression presents special First Amendment problems,” broadcasting’s “uniquely pervasive presence in the lives of all Americans”—a presence, he stressed, that extends beyond the public square and into the rooms of private homes—circumscribes its free-speech protections. An electronic broadcast reaching many persons is different from an electronic call between two persons, Stevens argued, and the two forms of communication deserve to be treated differently under the law. While the government can’t police private conversations, it can impose constraints on the content of broadcasts to protect the public good.4

Today, mired as we are in partisan, bitter, and seemingly fruitless debates over the roles and responsibilities of social media companies, the controversy surrounding Carlin’s naughty comedy bit feels distant and even quaint. But its very alienness is what makes it so illuminating as a backlight on our own situation. Just fifty years ago, the country was able, however haltingly, however imperfectly, to debate and resolve contentious issues arising from the transmission of information through new communication systems. Individual citizens had a voice, as did corporations; legislators could pass laws; regulators could make rules, render judgments, and impose penalties; and the judiciary could hash out disputes in a deliberate, open way, drawing on statute, precedent, and common sense. Even when that hottest of hot buttons, the First Amendment, was involved, it was possible to make reasonable compromises between individual rights and the public interest. Not everyone agreed with the rulings and decisions—some disagreed vehemently—but the differences of opinion did not paralyze the body politic.

Why were things so different then? The answer is complicated, but it begins in the distinctions drawn by Douglas in his complaint and Stevens in his opinion. Both men point to how different communication technologies serve different purposes, even when they’re transmitting the same information. Playing an “X-rated” recording on a phonograph at home, Douglas allows, is different from broadcasting it over the airwaves. An individual has to make a deliberate choice to buy a record—it costs money, after all—and another deliberate choice to place it on a turntable and drop the needle on a track. When a radio station airs the same track, it sends the signal indiscriminately to any receiver in range. While people have to tune their radios to a particular frequency to listen to the station, they have no control over what gets played when. Their ears are at the mercy of the station’s programmers. Such power should not be taken on, Douglas argues, without some sense of civic-mindedness.

Stevens draws a different but related contrast: between a public broadcast and a phone call. Saying something to an acquaintance on a call, he suggests, is fundamentally different from saying the same thing on the air. A private conversation remains a private conversation even when conducted over a vast, commercially run telecommunications system. People can say whatever they want in whatever words they choose. But a broadcast, thanks to the breadth of its reach and pervasiveness of its influence, is always a public matter. It’s neither unreasonable nor unconstitutional, he says, for the public to expect a radio station to use discretion in its programming. If the station wants to air a comic rhapsody of dirty words, it can at least wait until nighttime, when the kids are in bed.

Stevens’s distinction between interpersonal, or one-to-one, communication and mass, or one-to-many, communication was not new. He was reiterating a venerable legal and ethical principle that, throughout the twentieth century, served as the cornerstone of media governance and shaped the structure and operations of the communication industry. The principle reflected and was reenforced by a sharp divide in media technology itself: conversations went through one set of networks; broadcasts went through a different set. The divide was manifest in every home. If you wanted to chat with someone, you’d pick up the telephone. If you wanted to view or listen to a show, you’d switch on the TV or radio. A conversation was one thing. A broadcast was another.



Private Words

It wasn’t long after the invention of writing that people started sending letters to each other, and it wasn’t long after that that they began worrying about the confidentiality of those letters. The Roman statesman Cicero, an avid letter-writer, fretted constantly about the security of his correspondence. In a typical note, sent to his brother Quintus, he wrote, “How cautious I want you to be in what you write you may infer from the fact that in writing to you I don’t mention even overt political disorders, for fear of the letters getting intercepted and giving offense in any quarter.” To his friend Atticus, he cautioned, “I won’t write to you what I am going to do, only what I have actually done. Every spy in the country seems to have an ear cocked to catch what I say.”5

The common way to secure letters in the ancient world was to seal them shut, usually with a blob of clay or bitumen. As far back as 500 BC, officials of the Persian Empire would write messages on animal skins, carefully fold the skins, tie them with string, then seal the knots with clay before entrusting them to couriers.6 In medieval times, beeswax became the sealing agent of choice. Because bees were thought to be favored by God, their wax was assumed to provide an especially strong shield against prying eyes. Politically sensitive letters, such as those sent by monarchs, ministers, or clerics, were often further secured through elaborate folding, cutting, tying, and stitching techniques, a practice known as letterlocking.7 Later in the Middle Ages, letter writers started slipping their messages into handmade envelopes, providing an extra protective barrier.

None of the safeguards worked all that well—seals were broken, envelopes torn open, letters pilfered—but the continuing, dogged efforts to keep correspondence secure nonetheless made clear that people shared a common, deeply held belief: personal conversations are private. Whether whispered or written, messages exchanged by individuals deserve to be protected from others’ eyes and ears. When national postal systems began to be set up in Europe in the sixteenth century, the belief became a tenet of common law, known as the secrecy-of-correspondence doctrine. Shortly after Charles II established Britain’s post office in 1660, he issued a proclamation stating that “no postmaster or other person, except under the immediate warrant of our principal Secretary of State, shall presume to open letters or packets not directed unto themselves.”8 Using similar language, Parliament put the royal decree into the statutes with the Post Office Act of 1710. Many other countries also enshrined the secrecy-of-correspondence doctrine in their laws or constitutions.

For early Americans, the doctrine had special importance. In the years leading up to the War of Independence, British agents routinely intercepted and read letters sent between the colonies and England. (Britain’s prohibition on opening other people’s correspondence never applied to the Crown, which for decades ran an espionage unit in the post office dedicated to rifling the mail.9) Incensed, the colonists responded by establishing their own “constitutional post,” with a strict requirement that mail be carried “under lock and key.” Benjamin Franklin, appointed America’s first postmaster general in 1775, was adamant that postal agents respect the sanctity of the letters entrusted to their care. He required all agents to swear an oath never to open any letter passing through their hands. At the moment of the country’s birth, the secrecy of correspondence became a democratic ideal. As the legal scholar Anuj Desai writes, “the principle of confidentiality of the mail in the American postal network dates back to, and is intimately intertwined with, the revolutionary goals of those who sought independence.”10

Although
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