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Habits of Mind and a

New Technology of Freedom’

Lloyd N. Morrisett

Democracy, government by the peo-
ple, rests on the fundamental idea
thatr people as citizens, are able to act
rationally in their own interests. This
is most particularly rruc when citizens
vote for their representatives. As
James David Barber points out, how-
ever, the necessity for rationality in
a democracy extends far beyond the
voting booth to permeate a democratic
socicty: “In practical terms, the
requirements for rule by reason in a
democracy are elections and parlia-
mentary debate. But those require-
ments depend upon the workings of
reason in the citizenry, which can be
either developed or eroded by educa-
tion, journalism, and entertainment.™
The habits of mind that we associare
with reason and rational thought
include study, analysis, reflection,
contemplation, and deliberation. Yer,
in our day-to-day life, these habits of
mind receive little support or rein-
forcement. While the best teaching
that oceurs in our schools, colleges,
and universities aims to produce
these habits of mind, many critics
fault much of the educational system
for falling short of its goals. After
formal education has ended, most
people depend on the media for
their information, education, and
entertainment,

For the last 40 years, television
has been the dominant communica-
tions medium. Newton Minow's
words of 1961 are still apt: “1 invite
you to sit down in front of your tele-
vision set. ... I can assure you that
you will observe a vast wasteland. .
You will see a procession of game
shows, violence, audience participa-
tion shows, formula comedies about
totally unbelievable families, blood
and thunder, mayhem, violence,
sadism, murder, western badmen,
western good men, private eyes, gang-
sters, more violence and cartoons.
And, endlessly, commercials—many
screaming, cajoling and offending.
And most of all, horedom.™ Implicit
in Minow’s criticism of the television
industry is that, with rare exceptions,
he found little to stimulate rational
thought, study, analysis, contempla-
tion, reflection, and deliberation.

In a recent book, Jeffrey Abramson
analyzes the jury system as one of the
fundamental structures of democracy
in our society, and how changes in
the jury system mirror other ongoing
societal changes. Commenting upon
the decline of deliberation, Abramson
contends: “Deliberation is a lost
virte in modern democracics; only
the jury still regularly calls upon ordi-
nary citizens to engage each other in

the electronic word is emerging as an important mode of social
relations, as seen at New York’s Cyber Cafe where conversations
on the Internet supplement face-to-face interaction,
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a face-to-face process of debate. ...
Although the deliberarive model of
democracy survives in the jury, cven
there it is in serious decline.™

Many students of democracy
would ccho Abramson’s comments as
they examine the ability of citizens to
act rationally in an increasingly com-
plex and fast-paced world. All the
habits of mind that are associated
with reason scem to be in decline.
Sometimes the blame is put on the
educational system, and no doubt the
critics of education have some merit
in their arguments. Often, blame falls
upon our political system with media
and ad-driven campaigns, and the
imperative of winning at all costs.
Citizens themselves are blamed for
their sclf-involvement and lack of
concern for the polity. While these
and other explanations may have
some validity, I believe that we must
also lock to the nature and characrer-
istics of our system of communications
to find out what has been happening
to us.

Technology and Habits of Mind

There is a forceful interplay between
society and its technologies. Society
creates technology, but society is also
created by technology. As Danicl Bell
points out, Marx said in Capital that
“in changing the technical world,
Man changes his own nature.” If
human nature is partially the result of
a society’s technologies, it becomes
crucial to examine technology both to
ascertain the effects of technological

history and to attempt to infer the
consequences of technological deci-
sions on the future development of
society.

There is no question but that the
dominant communications technologics
of the twentieth century have been
the printing press, radio, television,
and the telephone. All of us have
heen shaped by these technologics
and by our use of them. One does
not need fully to accept Marshall
McLuhan’s aphorism that “the medium
is the message” to agree that both
rechnology and its content have
human consequences. Books, newspa-
pers, radio programs, and television
shows differ among themselves, but all
involve the transmission of information
and knowledge from a central source
to many people. [t is these economies
of scale that make them so cost effective,
An hour of prime time television pro-
gramming may cost more than $1 million
to produce, but when the cost is amor-
tized over millions of people, the cost
per person is minuscule. The rights
to a book may cost millions of dollars,
but the title can be sold for $25 a
copy. With a book, newspaper, televi-
sion show, or radio program, we receive
the communication via a one-way
street. Although: it may stimulate our
thoughts, arouse our emotions, or
cause us to act, we arc described as
“readers,” “listeners,” or “viewers.”

While reading, listening, and
viewing all can involve thought
and learning, because no conscious
thought, responsc, or action may be
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required, they can also be highly pas-
sive activities. All of us have had

the experience of reading a page and
not heing able to remember whar
was being discussed, or even a single
word. On one level, our eyes process
the words, but our minds are elsewhere.
The stereotypic “couch potato” sits
gazing mindlessly at the television set,
thinking hardly at all. Nevertheless,
certain techniques can greatly increase

the likelihood of thought.

Among the skills of information
reception, reading has a special
place. The proficient reader has
access to knowledge that is denied
to the [ess-skilled reader, The written
word remains the storehouse of the
world’s wisdom and knowledge.

For example, questions can be intro-
duced with the audience or reader
invited to think of answers; anomalies
can be created that invite resolution;
moral dilemmas can be introduced
with no immediate solution. These
devices, however, depart from the
normal conventions of the media. The
absence of thought may be duc to the
lack of thought-provoking content, or
possibly to hypnotic involvement with
no time taken for reflection. Whacever
the cause, T think it can be fairly
argued that the technologies of
broadeast communications and the
printing press, on balance, favor the
passive reception of information and
entertainment.

1 am not arguing against the value
of reading, listening, and viewing.

They are vital skills—skills that can
open the doors of culture und educa-
tion. [t is rather that the technologies
with which these skills are usually
associated favor passive reception
over active thought. Among the skills
of information reception, reading has
a special place. The proficient reader
has access to knowledge thar is
denied to the less-skilled reader. The
written word remains the storehouse
of the world’s wisdom and knowledge.
Therefore, a special problem with
television is that it has tended to dis-
place reading in many young people’s
lives. If there were no difference in
content between books and television,
that displacement in itself might not
be very important. The problem is
that reading opens the door to syro-
bolic thought, and without that skill
the citizen is scverely handicapped.
The corollary skill of writing also

has special cultural valuc: A means of
ordering and communicating thought,
the discipline of writing is a powerful
antidote to sloppy thinking.

There are certainly many excep-
tions to my generalization that, on
halance, the technologics of broadeast
communications, including the printing
press, favor the passive reception of
information and enterrainment.
Marny books stimulate thought and
even demand ig; yet many others
simply provide escape and diversion.
Newspapers can similarly stimulate
thought, but often only provide
diversion. In his classic study “What
‘Missing the Newspaper’ Mcans,”
Bernard Berelson acknowledged the



“rational” uses of the newspaper in
providing news and information. At
the same time, he noted that reading
the newspaper often becomes a cere-
monial, ritualistic or nearly compul-
sive act for many people. Individual
television and radio programs, such as
Bill Moyer's Jowrnal, Nightline, Fred
Friendly’s Media and Society, and others,
may cause people to think, but few

It is significant that we are called
the “information society”--not the
thinking saciety, not the delibera-
five society, not the society of rea-
son and rationality.

people would argue with Newton
Minow that these arc cxceptions and
not the rule. Finally, it is significant
thar we are called the “information
society”’—not the thinking society, not
the deliberative society, not the socicty
of reason and vationality.

The telephone is different. It is
primarily a technology for conversa-
rion. Except when listening to a
recorded message, people most often
usc the telephone to talk with cach
other. In this sense, the technology of
the telephone favors active participa-
rion rather than the passive reception
of information and entertainment.
The limitation of the telephone in
stimulating thought and deliberarion,
however, is that there is pressurce for
immediatc response. In a telephone
conversation, you scldom hear some-
one say, “Give me a few minutes to
think about that.” They may say, “I'll

call back soon with some thoughts,”
but during the conversation itself,
silence is likely to provoke the ques-
tion, “What are you doing!” Perhaps
people using the telephone are con-
scious that time is money, that when
they use the telephonc their bill is
increasing; or in the ahsence of visual
cues about the other person’s feelings,
people may simply feel uncomfortable
with telephone silence. Whatcver the
reason, the technology of the tele-
phane, while involving activity,
favors immediacy of response over
deliberative thought.

This need for time for delibera-
tive thought was hrought home to
me on a visit to Japan. In the early
1970%s, several of us went to Japan to
discuss the production of a Japanese
version of Sesame Street. With two
colleagues from the United States, we
met with the management of a Japan-
ese television network. None of the
Americans spoke a word of Japanese
so naturally we had translators at the
mecting. We would discuss an issue in
English, and our comments would be
translated into Japanese. Our Japan-
ese counterparts would reply in
Japanese which would be translated
into English. Only after the meeting
ended did we discover that all the
Japanese present spoke perfectly good
English. Whatever else the transla-
tion accomplished, it provided time
for the Japancse to think over their
comments before making them. They
had time to think and deliberate—a
distinct advantage in negotiation!



A Benevolent Tyranny

The communications technologies
that have permeated our lives—the
printing press, radio, television, and
the telephone—have brought enor-
mous benefits. They have made infor-
mation and entertainment available
to the masses at a very low cost per
person. The telephone has made con-
versation at a distance commonplace,
and the costs of those conversations
are steadily decrcasing. Being able to
talk from New York to California for
10¢ a minute or less, would have
been unimaginable 50 years ago.
Yet with all their advantages, these
technologies have also cxercised a
benevolent tyranny over us. They
have favored passive reception of
information and entertainment over
thoughtful reaction, and the telephone
has favored immediate response over
considered and deliberative response.
What | am describing as a
“benevolent tyranny” would be
judged more harshly by others. Many
ohservers of our political system decry its
dependence on television advertising
and the techniques of mass marketing.
The presidential debates, arguably the
only political events that are some-
what designed ro stimulate thought,
have not yet been institutionalized.
In the 1992 campaign, it is notable
that Ross Perot’s “Infomercials” drew
large audiences. Designed in part as
teaching vehicles, they were very
different from the normal campaign
advertiscments. Other critics arc very
concerned about a concentration of
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media ownership which may conse-
quently narrow the range of ideas to
which the public is exposed.

[ believe that we are forrunate
indeed that the tyranny has been
benevolent and that, despite the
decline of the habits of mind that are
associated with reason and rationality,
we have remained a constitutional
democracy. Although demagogucs
such as Father Coughlin and Joseph
McCarthy saw the potential for
power and tyranny in our mass com-
munications, they were not in a posi-
tion to dominate our institutions.
Conditions were very different in
Nazi Germany: Adolph Hitler and
Joseph Goebbels saw that rationality
was the enemy of National Socialism
and dictatorship, and that modern
mass communications (radio and
newspapers) offered unlimited power
to displace reason through the use of
propaganda. [n Hitler’s view: “What
luck for governments that people
don’t think. Thinking may be done
only when an order is given or execut-
ed. If this is different, human society
could not exist.” Goebbels, who car-
ried out a program of propaganda and
the displacement of reason, would
“sce that the press be so artfully orga-
nized that it is so to speak like a piano
in the hands of the government, on
which the government can play.™

As human beings, we are
extremely adaptable to the conditions
in which we find ourselves. For those
who live at sea level, the sudden tran-
sition to life in the mountains at
8,000 feet usually brings some



discomfort, shortness of breath, and
perhaps a headache. But for almost
cveryone cxcept those with respirato-
ry incapacity, adaptation is complete
within a few weeks in the mountains.
Life on a farm with relatively few

The decline of study, analysis,
reflection, contemplation, and
deliberation—the mental habits of
reason and rationality—has largely
gone unnoticed. We have adapted
to the conditions that we and our
technologies have created.

human contacts, living in harmony
with the rhythms of the days and sea-
sons, seems normal to the farmer. Yet
most people who grow up on farms
are able to adapt to the frenetic life of
the city. And so we have adapted o
the benevolent tyranny of our com-
munications technology. Apart from
a few holdouts, we have cagerly
hecome compulsive consumers of
information, viewers of television,
and radio listeners. The decline of
study, analysis, reflection, contempla-
tion, and deliberation—the mental
habits of reason and rationality——has
largely gone unnoticed. We have
adapted to the conditions that we and
our technologies have created.

New Technology, New Freedom

In the mid-1990%, the great story of
communications technology is the
growth of computer communications.
Headlines announce the emergence
of on-line services, the spread of the
Interncet, and corporate changes and
acquisitions that involve these services.

Underneath these headlines there is
another, and perhaps more important,
story. While each commercial service
tries to distinguish itself from the others
by developing proprietary content,
the most widespread use of on-line
services including the Internet is elec-
tronic matil, or “E-mail.” Just as the
printing press, then radio, and finally
television were technologics of
freedom in their times, compucer
communications and E-mail can be

a technology of freedom now.

For the purposes of this discussion,
E-mail is the asynchronous electronic
interchange of information berween
persons, groups of persons, ot func-
tional units of an organizarion together
with mechanisms that provide support
for the creation, distribution, consump-
tion, processing, and storage of this
information.” In more popular language,
E-muail is the sending and receiving of
information over computer nerworks
and commonly involves sending a
message from one person to another,
or from one person to many, and
includes bulletin boards and live chat.
A regular E-mail message is analogous
to sending a letter except that you
can specify a single recipient or send
the message to a complete mailing
list. Bulletin boards are structured
somewhat differently on the various
scrvices, but they all involve the public
posting of messages with any reader
able to send a reply. Live chat usually
occurs in “rooms” or “auditoriums”
and involves many simultancous con-
versations or, alternately, discussions
moderated by a host.



Aus this is written, the three lead-
ers in providing consumer on-line ser-
vices are America Online, Compu-
Serve, and Prodigy. The Microsoft
Network has debuted, and shortly
there will be a completely revised
Delphi under the sponsorship of
News Corp. Accessed through com-
puter, modem, and telephone con-
nection, all of these services provide
their own content. At the same time,
all of them feature interconnection to
the Internct and use the Internet to
send E-mail. While subscriptions to
the commercial services are increasing
rapidly, the growth of the Internet
better illustrates the spread of the
E-mail distribution system. A recent
survey of Internet host computers,
which form the basic building blocks
of the system, showed that 6.6 million
Internct hosts existed in 106 countries
worldwide." Based on the growth rate
of the last three years, there will be
101 million computer hosts hy the
end of the decade. This growth in
the Internct as a distribution system
helps us understand the astounding
increasc in the volume of E-mail. In
November 1992, approximately 279
million messages were sent over the
Internet. In November 1994, the
number was over 1 billion—a srowth
rate of more than 90 percent per year.

Remarkably, these figures consid-
erably understate the use of E-mail
because they do not include E-mail
sent over private networks in a busi-
ness or organization. A poll by Louis
Harris and Associates found that 83
percent of federal workers use E-mail

as do 65 percent of state government
employees, At the 2,000 largest U.S.
companies, 60 percent of employces
use E-mail. While some of this gov-
ernment and business traffic goes over
the Internet, most of it is obviously
intra-organizational. At the Markle
Foundation, a small organization wich
12 emplovyees, we have had an E-mail
tacility for about a year. Alrcady,
despite frequent face-to-meetings,

A recent survey of Internet host
computers, which form the basic
building blocks of the system,
showed that 6.6 million Internet
hosts existed in 106 countries
worldwide. Based on the growth
rate of the last three years, there
will be 101 million computer hosts
by the end of the decade.

E-mail has largely replaced paper
memos, telephone slips, and hand-
written messages.

In France, Minitel was starred
primarily to serve the telephone sys-
tem as an electronic telephone direc-
tory with electronic “vellow pages.”
Because it was a system that allowed
two-way messaging, it quickly became
popular for other uses, cspecially
games and sex. The Economist reports
that this system, which was started
12 years ago, now supports 6.5 mil-
lion terminals used by 14.4 million
people, about one-third of France’s
adult population.” Use of the system
for games and sex has declined from
22 percent to 14 percent, and the
French now usc the system mainly for



such things as banking and informa-
tion. Minitel currently offers 24,600
services provided by more than 10,000
companies.

How can we explain the rapid
adoption of E-mail? First, of course,
in order to usc E-mail you must both
have a computer and be connected
to a network, In 1993, 27 percent of
American households had computers,
and 11 percent of individuals reported
using network services.” Network
access doubled in the four years
from 1989 to 1993 and continues
to expand rapidly. Recognizing the
importance of network connections,
manufacturers are now shipping new
computers with integral modems that
make network connection more con-
venient to use than those purchased
scparately. One underlying answer
to the question about the growth in
volume of E-mail is clear: computer
wage and network access are growing
rapidly.

Once the equipment for E-mail—
a computer and network access—is
available, the cost of usage is vanish-
ingly small. This is surcly another
important teason for its popularity.
The vast bulk of E-mail goes over the
Internet directly or is routed over the
Internet from a commercial provider.
While there is an institutional cost
for Internct connection, it is ordinarily
part of an overall institutional budget
or, in some cases, a research budget.
Once the connection is available, the
huge capacity of the Internet makes
the additional cost of an E-mail
transmission almost nothing—and it
makes no difference in cost whether
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the message goes from New York to
Washington, D.C., or from New York
to Prague, Some commercial services
charge for E-mail usage: For example,
CompuServe has in the past charged
to receive E-mail messages above

a generous threshold of usage. The
trend, however, is for commercial
services to include E-mail as part of
basic service. For both the academic
vser of E-mail over the Internet and
the home subscriber to America
Online, Prodigy, CompuScrve,

or Delphi, E-mail seems free.

The speed and reliability of E-mail
are additional attractions that help
explain its growth. Whereas a letter
mailed through the post office may
take several days for delivery, unless
the sender opts for the expensc of
overnight delivery, most E-mail is
transmitted almost instantaneously.
At times of extremely high volume,
there may be delays in delivery, but
delays of over an hour or two are rare,
Many E-mail services inform the
sender if the delivery is successful
so that the sender can take remedial
action if necessary. One handicap is
that E-mail addresses must be com-
pletely accurate. With the postal sys-
tem, an improperly addressed letter
may still be delivered correctly
because the local postal personnel
make a good interpretation. Not so
with E-mail. An incorrectly addressed
message will either not be delivered
or will go to the wrong place. Smart
software may eventually mimic the
forgiving character of the postal system,
but for now, accuracy in addressing is
mandatory.
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Low cost, speed, and reliability
may be enough to explain the
popularity of E-mail with business,
but these characteristics hardly
explain the growing social use of
E-mail. If you have some special
interest or concern, you may wish to
discuss your thoughts with a group of
knowledgeable or like-minded people.
For example, you may be concerned
about Bosnia or have a special interest
in nineteenth-century poetry, Unless
you belong to a relevant club or study
group, you will likely find considerable
difficulty in identifying appropriate
discussants. Not so with E-mail. A
recent census suggested that there
were more than 60,000 active bulletin
boards on the Intermet. This afternoon
[ found five that were concerned with
Bosnia. You may well find one that
exactly mecets your interest. If not,
you can start a bulletin board of your
own. and see who joins. For those with
computers, E-mail is an extremely
convenient way of identifying other
people with similar interests and
cartying on discussion and conversa-
tion. Many observers of the hulletin
board phenomenon have noted the
personal value that comes from find-
ing that other people share your ideas
and concerns. For many people, it is
highly satisfying to find that they are
not alone.

In a face-to-face conversation, we
all observe many soctal conventions,
often unconsciously. An older person
speaks differently to a vounger person
than to someone of his or her own

age. Men typically speak differendly
to women than to other men, and so
too with women. Differences in age,
gender, ethniciry, color, and status all
influence conversation. The telephone
reduces the impact of some of these
social conventions, but much of the
time they remain. The use of E-muail
can be quite different. Many partici-
pants in bulletin boards or chat rooms
use “screen names,” perhaps a set of
inittals or the name of a mythical or
historical figure. The address associated
with the name is the location of a
computet, not necessarily associared

A recent census suggested that
there were more than 60,000
active bulletin boards on the Inter-
net. You may well find one that
exactly meets your interest. If nof,
you can start a bulletin hoard of
your own and see who joins,

with the geographical location of the
person. So in the cyberspace of E-mail,
you may find yourself conversing

with Achilles or perhaps Cleopatra.
Whether these characters are actually
men or women is revealed only if
they desire to shed their anonymity.
The result is that most of the normal
social barriers to communication are
stripped away. A novice chess player
can converse with a grand master
with only her expertise, or lack of it,
to give her away.

Friendships can spring up between
people who would not be likely to
converse in person. In fact, one repeated
tinding about computer communica-
tions is that it tends to reduce social
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isolation. People are more easily able
to establish relationships than they
arc in day-to-day contacts. These
same characteristics also allow people
to flaunt social conventions more eas-
ily and use profane, abusive, or
inflammarcory language. Commercial
services often reserve the right to
eliminate offensive language or can-
cel the membership of an offender.

In our ¢urrent communications
environment, computer-mediated
communication through E-muail,
bulletin boards, and live chat is
a new technology of freedom.

On the Internet, this problem may be
mare difficult, but conventions are
developing that allow groups to censor
unacceptable conduct.

The features of E-mail so far dis-
cussed—Ilow cost, speed, reliability,
convenience, and ancnymity to the
extent desired—go far to explain the
rapid acceptance and growth in volume
of E-mail. The argument of this essay,
however, is that E-mail is potentially
so important that society has a stake
in making access to it universally
available, In our current communica-
tions environment, computer-mediat-
ed communication through E-mail,
bulletin boards, and live chat is a new
technology of freedom. 1 consider it a
technology of freedom because it will
counterbalance our traditional one-way
media and help release us from their
henevolent tyranny. The widespread
usc of E-mail will promote deliberative
response over immediate response,
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and active thought over passive recep-
tion.

Thomas Jefferson was a champion
of reason and rationality, but he also
lived in a time when the communica-
tions system supported the habits of
mind associated with rcason and ratio-
nality. The printing press made books
available as well as newspapers and,
despite Jefferson’s well-known ambiva-
lence about newspapers, he was a
strong exponent of a free press. Aside
from printed matter, communications
took place in face-to-face conversations
or through the exchange of letters. As
anyone who writes knows, the act of
trying to put your thoughts on paper
enforces a certain discipline: Time is
given to the choice of words and phrases,
and except under the duress of tight
deadlines, the writer has the luxury of
being able to examine what has been
written to sce if it really conveys his
or her thoughts.

The clarity and wisdom of the
Constitution and Bill of Rights were
undoubtedly the product of power-
ful minds and rich experience. Of
course, the communications system
of the time also favored the deliber-
ations, both face-to-face discussions
and in writing and letters, that
made those documents possible,

Similarly, when you receive a let-
ter, you tay read it over several times
to be sure that you understand what
is being said. In Jefferson’s time, the
mails were slow and we may surmise
that special care had to be taken to
say what you meant. Weeks or months
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might pass hefore you had a chance
to correct a misunderstanding. The
neeessity of writing, and the slow
mail system forced study, analysis,
teflection, contemplation, and delib-
eration. The clarity and wisdom of the
Constitution and Bill of Rights were
undoubtedly the product of powerful
minds and rich experience. Of course,
the communications system of the
rime also favored the deliberations,
both face-to-face discussions and in
writing and letters, thar made those
documents possible.

The Requirements for
Universal E-mail

For an E-mail system to be effective,
people must be able ro send E-mail as
well as receive it. This makes the
basic underlying requirement a two-way
communications link. At present, the
most widely available links of this
type arc the telephone line and cable
relevision service. 1t is possible that
electric power lines could also be used
as well as wireless communications,
but those applications are either
experimental or not vet widespread.
From the user’s point of view, the
other requirement is a device to send
and receive E-mail over the commu-
nications link. Computers and
modems accomplish this function,
and as has been noted, their use is
rapidly increasing. While one in four
Amcrican households in 1993 had
computers, far fewer had modems.
With the considerable decrease in
modem cost and the increasing num-
ber of new computers being shipped

with integral modems, we can cxpect
the percentage of households with
access to networked compurer services
to grow rapidly. As would be expected,
however, the distribution of comput-
crs 18 very uneven across groups with
different levels of income. In fact,

50 percent or more of upper-income
households have access to computers
while therc is little or no household
penetration at low-income levels,
Since the computer is a relatively
cxpensive household appliance, costing
$1,000 and up, this uneven distribution
is to be expected. As costs come down
and usage grows, however, there could
be a pattern of penetration more closely
approximaring the 90 percent of

If we regard E-mail not as simply
another consumer good but as a
necessity for democracy in popu-
lous and technologically advanced
countries, wise social policy will try
to find the means to more quickly
malke E-mail service universal,

households with access to telephones
or televisions. At current growth rates,
that may still take many years. If we
regard E-mail not as stmply another
consumer good but as a necessity for
democracy in populous and techno-
logically advanced countries, wise
social policy will try to find the means
to mote quickly make E-mail service
universal.

Nicholas Negroponte suggests
that utilitarian computers can now
be produced and sold for as little as
$200."" At that cost, less than that of
a color television set, most American
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households could afford computers,
and if they found enough value in the
services offered, could be expected to
buy them. Although it has not yet
been carefully studied, there is reason
to believe that many governmental,
public, and private services could he
delivered cost cffectively over com-
puter networks through E-mail. Tf so,
there might not only be widespread
demand for the services, but the
providers might subsidize delivery.
Even with low-cost home compurers,
of course, there would still be segments
of the population that would not have
access. In thesc cases, government
could play an important role by making
network access devices available in
public spaces such as libraries and
post offices.

The final financial element ro
be considered is the communications
cost for using E-mail. As has been dis-
cussed, people who are now connected
on the [nternet or who have commer-
cial on-line services already pay the
communications costs either indirectly
ar as part of their service. A low
interconnecrion cost as an addition
to a telephone or cable bill could
provide many Americans with the
necessary communications links,
although again that would not take
care of low-income groups. At least
two companics arc already experiment-
ing with “free” advertiser supported
E-mail: Freemark Communications
and a new venture called Juno have
announced their entry into the adver-
tiser-supported E-mail market. If
these or other advertiser systems
catch on, the communications costs
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of E-mail will no longer be an issue
of equity.

If universal E-mail is to be imple-
mented, there are many other policy
and technical concerns that necd to
be addressed: addressing (how to give
cveryone a unique E-mail address),
privacy, authentication of documents,
sorting of “junk mail” from matl you
wish to read, and security. Most of
these problems are already being stud-
ied in the Internet environment, and
while some are difficult, there is little
doubt that satisfactory solutions can

_ be found.

A more potent objection to the
proposal for universal E-mail is that
in order to use it people will need to
know how to read and, if they wish to
send messages, type. [n a few years, as
voice recognition systems become
more practical, this objection will not
be as powerful. Nevertheless, it is
hard to imagine that, for a long time,
people who cannot read or type will
not be disadvantaged in the E-mail
world. My answer is that this is exactly
anc of the benefits of universal E-mail.
It will give people a strong incenrive
to learn to read and type and, if they
have access to computers, the means
to teach themselves to do so. It is
noteworthy that in May 1995 the
fourth best seller in the list of Macin-
tosh software titles was “Mavis Beacon
Teaches Typing” at a cost of $25.

The vision of a rational society, a
society of reason, is an ideal that will
never be fully realized. Yet, through
the development and wisc use of
technology, we provide oursclves with
better means of reaching that goal.
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The printing press and broadcast
technologies opened new vistas of
learning and knowledge about the
world around us. At the same time,
they tipped the balance of our habits
of mind away from analysis, study,
contemplation, reflection, and delib-
eration. Now, a newer technology,
compurer communications and E-mail,
may help right the imbalance created
by the older technologies. It is a new
technology of freedom. Potentially,
E-mail allows individuals to be their
own publishers and reach as many
people as their creations merit. As a

form of two-way communijcations,
E-mail favors active thought over
passive reception. Because E-mail
does not require immediate response,
it can allow time for study, analysis,
contemplation, and deliberation.
And because E-mail involves reading
and writing, it gives a strong incentive
to acquire these vital cultural skills.
The technologics of freedom will be
greatly strengthened as computer
communications and E-mail join

the more established communica-
tions technologies and become
universally available.
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