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Surviving the Info Glut

BY IAVI[ S||INH

gD uRI .-L lhe infancl ol  m1 career a'  a freelance wri ter.  a

f fl 
rrn.rt. ro rny home in \0ashingron. D.C. to rn'tall

f, f 
a proUfi . ne* "opliance. The macfune gave me acces\ lo

-*.-F rhe Federal News Servrce, which I Felr sure would give

me a leg up. Every day, morning, noon, and night, the printer

spat out interviews from talk shows only moments after

they had been broadcast, major speeches from sen-

Ibe ability ators, ambassadors, and other lfashington ' '

hearies, and rb'olurel' etery utrerance from
IO CDUm OUI eLer

- the ri{4rite House. Vithout ever leaving my
Rrealet uolutttes

ome oiii.e. I ielt Plugged rn.
ofinfumation in a 

The installation resulted from my deci-

Mriet! offormats bas sion to confronr rhe rushing tide head on,

exceeded our abiliA lo to try to keep pace with the new and speedy,

process iI. Fortunateb, and to more or less disregard the old and slow'

ftm action, botb per- As part of this approach I doggedly perused

, n uirerou\ ne\ spape r*. maga zinet. and wire sen ices:
sonal and Dolutcal,' 

I continually checked my e mail; I watched Cable
can helb clear

Neus Nerwork; |  ,ropped spending t ime nith books

tbe ab and other cumbersome material that felt more like yesterday.
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But I soon found that my reliable Federal News Ser_
vice printer expected me to be its equal. It could prht
two pages a minute-why couldnt I read two pages a
minute? The printer had just spewed out a dozen tran-
scripts. \0as I still working on that same paragraphl

Somewhere along the line, the empowering eagle
became an albatross. In a month or so, I pulled the
plug. The nice man came back and carted the machine
awav. I locked the eate behind him.

So-e tea.s l"t i itr a classroom at Columbia Uni-
versity,l attended a guest lecnre given by Brian Lamb,
sometime anchor oI the two C-SPAN channels, which
broadcast congressional debates and other govern-
ment proceedrngs. For an hour or so, Lamb spoke con-
fidently about the history o{ C-SPAN and why he
believed it to be a vital public service. He boasted of his
plans to introduce the new cable channels C-SPAN3,
C-SPAN4, and C-SPANs. But then his host, Columbia
economics professor and communications specialist Eli
Noam, asked Lamb two simple questions: "ls more
iniormlrion necessaril) good? Doe" it really improue
the oolitical process? "

"i have.r't got u cl.re as to whether it's good or bad,"
Lamb replied. "But you cant stop this process. [t's the
American way. Vhich part of the library or the Inter-
net do you want to shut down?

Ar home, at r , rork.  and eren at pla; .  communica-
tion has eneulfed our lives. To be human is to traffic
in enormous chunks of data. "Tens ofthousands of
words daily pulse through our beleaguered brains,"
says philosopher Philip Novak, "accompanied by a
massive amount of other auditory and visual stimuli.
No wonder we feel bumt."

If the concept of too much information seems odd
and vaguely bhuman, that's because, in evolutionary-
historical terms, it is. For 100,000 years people have
been able to examine and consider i.Jormation about
as quickly as they have been able to create and circu-
late it. A range of communication technologies {rom
the drum and smoke signal to the telegraph and tele-
ohone enabled us to develop and sustain culture and
overcome our fear of others, dimidshing the likelihood
of conflict. But in the middle of this century the intro-
duction of computers, microwave transmissions, tele-
vision, and satellites abruptly knocked this graceful
synchrony off track. These hyper-production and
hyper-distribution mechanisms have surged ahead and
left us with a permanent processing de{icit-what

DAvrD SHENK, a fellau at tbe Freedon Fatum MedB St'dies Cen'
tcr in Netu vork flon 199 5 -6, hds writter for Haryet's,Wned,
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Finnish sociologist Jaako Ichtonen calls an "informa-

tion discreDancy. "

In 1850. 4 D;rcent of American workers handled
information for a living; now most do, and in{orma
rion processrng. as opposed ro manuiacrur ing mate-
rial eoods. now accounts for more rhan half rhe U.S.
grosi national product. Information has become so
ubiquitous panly because producing, manipulating,
and disseminating inlormation has become cheap and
easy; with a thumb and index finger, we ef{ortlessly
copy and paste sentences, paragraphs, books, and
"carbon copy" e-mail to one or one hundred others.

We crave and pay hardsomely for some of the infor-
mation we receive--+he seductive, mesmerizing quick-
cur relevision ads rnd rhe 24-hour up-to-rhe-minute
news flashes. It arrives in the form of the faxes we
request as wel l  as rhe ones we donir  we purque i t
through the Veb sites we eagerly visit be{ore and after
dinner, the pile ofmagazines we pour through every
month, and the dozens of channels we flip through
whenever we have a free moment.

Iflhat is the harm of this incessant barrage of stim-
uli captivating our senses at virtually every waking
moment? "Ve're exceptional at storing information,"
explains UCLA memory expert Robert Biork. "But

there are reroeval l imirarrons. '  Memorv is rrored
according to specific cues----conterts within which the
information is experienced, Vy'hen the contexs begin
to vanish in a sea of data, it becomes more difficult to
remember any single piece of it. The more we know,

"We're pushing ourselves to speeds beyond which
it appears we were designed to live," says Nelson
Thall, research director at the Unive$ity of Toronto's
Marshall Mcluhan Center. "Electric technology
speeds up the mind to an extraordinary degee, but the
body stays in place. This gap causes a lot of stress "

At a cenain level of input the glut becomes a cloud
of data smog that no longer adds to our quality of life
but instead begins to cultivate stress, confusion, and
even ignorance. Information overload crowds out
quiet riroments and obstructs much-needed contem-
plation. It spoils conversation, literature, and even
entertainment. It leaves us more vulnerable as con-
sumers and less cohesive as a societv. "\0e tend to
make verv unsophisticated inferences when we're
under cognitive load," says University ofTexas psy_
chologist Dan Gilbert. "Thinking deeply cannot be
done." Since today's glutted envkonment renders con-
sumers dirtracted and earily open ro suggesrion. dara
smog may just be the best thing to come along 1or
hvoerinformed marketers since planned obsolescence'ihis 

isnt the first time we have con{ronted the
unpleasant side effects of abundance. lfe who live in
the most sophisticated and successful nation on earth
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hen I visired
an old friend from high school at his
office at Microsoft one spring, he took me on
a swing through the company store, where

employees can buy software for 80 per-
cent off. My eyes darted around
maniacally and my pulse raced as I
amassed stacks of CD-ROMs and
added the latest upgrade of Microsofi
\ford to the pile. The laner seemed like a terihc
bargain as it included dozens of sensational new for-
matring features like Autocorrect, AuroText, 100-
Level Undo, drag-and'drop editing, Table AutoFor-
mat, and something called Wizards.

But the bargain on Vord 6.0 turned out to be
wasted cash. Afier I installed the programt 13 high-
densrry dr 'k '  onro m1 hard dr 've r the previou,
upgrade had required just 5), I found that all the new
bei l .  , rnd whr. t le.  h. :d ran' formed rhe progr-rm rnro
a zoo ofcapabilities that were cumbersome to learn
rnd h;d slowed even rhe mosr elernent.rl functrons to a
painful crawl. The minor fiasco raised the obvious
question: if it wasnl broke, why had they tried so hard
to fix it?

Mostly because it's terrifically profitable. The goal
of the information indusrry is to convince consurners
that, whateverthey have, irisn'tenough. That srraregy
reaps billions of dollars every year for prograruncrs,
manufacturers, marketers, and public relations profes-
sionals. If Windows 95 felt like old news in 1996,
that's because Microsoft planned it that wap Since
Microsoft makes most ofits profits on upgrades, the
real product it is selling isnl hardware or sofrware
but information arxiery

It works. At the beginning of this decade, IBM
found that people were replacing their computers
every five years. By 1995, users were considering their
machines obsolete in jusr two years. What they only
yesterdav regarded as critical machinery they now saw
a' u.ele, ic pla 'rrc.  Orerr l l .  by rhe ye.:r  200 r,  rhe rraLion
will have tossed some 150 million compur€rs onto the
scrap heap.

Upgrade mania does not come cheap. \(rhile per'
sonal computers are relatively inexpensive compared
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iX/hat's more, poins out economist the National Center for Policy
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"That's just about every journalist

"io-"unJ ui-d.r-;". ou, t.nt" of in rhe world They are cross reier-

.ecuriq rnd conunuiry u'l'd nuulnen's 0n enced in a tier form-natronal
media, regional media, trade Press,

T|'eN0tnalizflll0n0fHyle el2eryside0fnery 3:::.;;.:Xlj":t:Ug;,::f;
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analysis. 'If you don't have some
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Ca.rc'er Institutet Philip Taylor tells the table as furiously as a ping pong

n"gr"rrr. l:y., th."lal ' l-. '  
' .  ball Bur rhere is no referee and no

I'n ,n era in uhrch limitless data l(d t0 leSS CMfXry. offrcial sconngi rhe show alway.
make possible a widening pool of ends before viewers have time to

elaborate studies and argumints on gauge the accuracy of the shots

eue.y "ide of eu.ty q"esiion, polirical as well as scien The statistical anarchy freezes us in our cerebral

r i f , . i *ore exp.r i  kno-ledge has. parado cal ly. led rrack,, ' , rereacttoanoverabundanceolcompeting
to less clarity. Is dioxin ai da,rgiro,rs as we once expert oPinions by simply avoiding coming to conclu_


