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compunication
Text
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Dr. Huskey said that the computer 
revolution he had helped create posed 

profound questions for society that it 
had never had to grapple with before.

“What is the effect of almost 

instantaneous communication on society — 
the fact that we can look at what’s going 

on in Burma today and other places? The 
Constitution was written when you had to 
go from New York to Boston by horse, and 

it took you three days, or something. And 
if you look at it purely as a dynamic 

system, the stimuli can arrive much 
faster than you can respond to it.”

“And what do you do about it?” he 

continued. “I don’t know.”  NY Times



in the news
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quick look back
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revolution at last!

local problems

information issues

a little learning

a different distance
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"the revolution 
begins at last" 

*
*

*

revolution at last!

*

"The demise of distance as the key 

to the cost of communication may 

well prove the most significant 

economic force shaping the next 

half century …

— Economist



loopy
Hyperloop Alpha — Elon Musk 
“transcending space and time” — New Yorker

loony
Google Loon 
“The emotional distance of the world is 

shrinking, thanks to the communications we enjoy 

today.”  —Sergey Brin                                           
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new tech(ies)  
and ? old ideas 

revolution at last



"the revolution 
begins at last" 

“The demise of distance …  

 has been predicted before …"?

revolution at last!
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*
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"the revolution 
begins at last" 

“The demise of distance …  

 has been predicted before …"?

revolution at last!
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*
*

*

"Ye Gods, annihilate but space and time,

And make two lovers happy." — 1728

*



reappearance
"Parvenu à la suite de travaux longs et 

pénibles à trouver, enfin, un art nouveau 

regardé comme impossible par beaucoup des 

Savans, une route nouvelle va fournir devant 

les efforts de l'homme, les distances vont 

disparaître et les extremités du Monde se 

rapprocher." 

Text
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selling point?
"It is not visionary to suppose that it 

would not be long ere the whole surface of 

this country would be channelled for those 

nerves which are to diffuse, with the speed 

of thought, a knowledge of all that is 

occurring throughout the land; making one 

neighborhood of the whole country."

— Morse to Congress, 1838
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*
*

* *

revolution at last!



a single point
revolutionary ideas
"The establishment of the telegraph is ... the 

best response to the publicists who think that 

France is too large to form a Republic.  The 

telegraph shortens distances and, in a way, 

brings an immense population together at a 

single point."

— Claude Chappe, 1793

Text
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Claude Chappe 

(1763-1805)



possessions?
"A line of telegraph ... from London to 

Kurrachee, and from thence to every part of 

India, ... intelligence and commands be daily 

and hourly communicated with the speed of 

lightening ... in this virtual annihilation of 

time and space in the communications between 

England and her distant possessions will be 

more than realised"

--Blackwood's Edinburgh Magazine, 1857
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*
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revolution at last!

*



still going
sea to shining sea
"the almost complete annihilation of time and 

space between the distant antipodal points of 

the American continent ... produced by the 

construction of the Pacific Railroad"

-- John Wesley Clampitt,  
Echoes from the Rocky Mountains, 1888

Text
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Tung-Hui Hu, A Prehistory of the Cloud, 2015.



once again, one voice
"Someday we will build up a world telephone system, 

making necessary to all peoples the use of a common 

language or common understanding of languages, which 

will join all the people of the earth into one 

brotherhood. There will be heard throughout the 

earth a great voice coming out of the ether which 

will proclaim, 'Peace on earth, good will towards 

men.'"                         --John J. Carty,  AT&T, 1891

Text
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“limits imposed by geography … will eventually vanish”

— Economist  1995



50 years on
"Electric circuitry has overthrown the regime 

of 'time' and 'space' and pours upon us 

instantly and continuously concerns of all 

other men.  It has reconstituted dialogue on a 

global scale.  Its message is Total Change, 

ending psychic, social, economic, and 

political parochialism...  Ours is a brand-new 

world of allatonceness.  'Time' has ceased, 

'space' has vanished.  We now live in a global 

village ... a simultaneous happening."

--Mcluhan et al., Medium is the Massage, 1967
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*
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revolution at last!

*



“starting to happen” 
this time it's 
different

"This has been 

predicted before; 

the difference 

now is that it is 

actually starting 

to happen"

Text
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this time …
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trendspotting
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75 years apart
"Every cheapening of the means of 

communication, every new facility for the free 

interchange of ideas ... alters the action of 

the forces which tend to localize industries."

--Alfred Marshall,  
Principles of Economics, 1890

21

*

*
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local problems one Marshall  
to another

*
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*
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local problems

*

Alfred 
Marshall  



but …
if distance is dead ...
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... why are they here?

local problems
*

* *



why …?
"Many various causes have led to the 

localization of industries; but the chief 

causes have been physical conditions; such as 

the character of the climate and the soil

"Another chief cause has been the patronage of 

a court.

"… the character of the people, and by their 

social and political institutions." 

— Marshall

Text
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...  of cheapening communication

24

at the center ...
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"Every cheapening of the means 

of communication, every new 

facility for the free 

interchange of ideas ... 

alters the action of the 

forces which tend to localize 

industries."

--Alfred Marshall,  
Principles of Economics, 1920



cheapening of the
means of communication?

Text
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at the centre ...
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playing both ways? ...



rebirth?
"But on the other hand the value which the 

central sites of a large town have for trading 

purposes, enables them to command much higher 

ground-rents than the situations are worth." 

— Marshall 
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theory & data
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theory & data



no longer
"cities, which have been 

so dominant … no longer 

the case … that their 

productivity …is vastly 

greater than the 

surrounding countryside"

—Economist
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*

*
*

local problems

*



goods or people?
Every cheapening of the means of communication ... alters the 
action of the forces which tend to localize industries. 
Speaking generally we must say that a lowering of tariffs, or 
of freights for the transport of goods, tends to make each 
locality buy more largely from a distance what it requires; 
and thus tends to concentrate particular industries in special 
localities: but on the other hand everything that increases 
people's readiness to migrate from one place to another tends 
to bring skilled artisans to ply their crafts near to the 
consumers who will purchase their wares. These two opposing 
tendencies are well illustrated by the recent history …

29

having it both ways

25-HofI17-SocImp2-4.25



opposing tendencies?
economic explanations

make or buy 

hierarchy or market 

employee or independent worker 

decided by

transaction costs vs management costs 
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Ronald 
Coase 

1910 - 2013

*

*
*

local problems

*
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*

local problems

*
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all a giggle



Text
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percentage of home workers in population

“[In 3 years
Yahoo has spent]
estimated $450
million on free
food for the
staff.”

—N.Y.Times 2016

globalworkplaceanalytics.com

home or away?

http://globalworkplaceanalytics.com


many handed economists
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"Changes like the telephone and the 

telegraph which tend to reduce the cost of 

organising spatially will tend to increase 

the size of the firm.  All changes which 

improve managerial technique will tend to 

increase the size of the firm."

--Ronald Coase,  
"The Nature of the Firm," 1937

*

*
*

local problems

*
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 "The accumulation of many large manufacturing establishments in 
the same district has a tendency to bring together purchasers or 
their agents from great distances, and thus to cause the 
institution of a public mart or exchange. This contributes to 
diffuse information relative to the supply of raw materials, and 

the state of demand for their produce, with which it is 
necessary manufacturers should be well acquainted. The very 
circumstance of collecting periodically, at one place, a large 
number both of those who supply the market and of those who 
require its produce, tends strongly to check the accidental 
fluctuations to which a small market is always subject, as well 
as to render the average of the prices much more uniform."                   

--Charles Babbage
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diffuse information
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"When an industry has thus chosen a locality for itself, it is 
likely to stay there long: so great are the advantages which 
people following the same skilled trade get from near 
neighbourhood to one another. The mysteries of the trade become 
no mysteries; but are as it were in the air, and children learn 
many of them unconsciously. Good work is rightly appreciated, 
inventions and improvements in machinery, in processes and the 
general organization of the business have their merits promptly 
discussed: if one man starts a new idea, it is taken up by 
others and combined with suggestions of their own; and thus it 
becomes the source of further new ideas. And presently 
subsidiary trades grow up in the neighbourhood, supplying it 
with implements and materials, organizing its traffic, and in 
many ways conducing to the economy of its material."
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more than information?
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working knowledge ...
... moves in mysterious ways
the "sticky" or "leaky" problem

"If only HP Knew what HP knows ..." 

— Lew Platt, CEO Hewlett-Packard

trade secrets and enticement

du Pont's battles  
—Catherine Fisk, Working Knowledge, 2009

Text
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FLOSSing
from sticky to leaky IP

informational issues
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*

*

**



Type to enter text

local "mysteries"
east vs west
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informational issues

*

*

**



distant mysteries
north v south
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informational issues

*

*

**



spreading the word
… and going global
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informational issues

*

*

**
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Ada

Lovelace

Adele

Goldberg



brave new world?
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informational issues

*

*

*
*

Fowler’s story, which gets even more convoluted, is an alarming reminder that 
there are many overlapping reasons why tech companies often have a meager 
population of women on staff. Uber CEO Travis Kalanick revealed in a memo 
to employees on Monday that the company employs just 15 percent women in 
its technical roles. (For comparison, Google reports that 19 percent of its tech 
workforce is female, Airbnb reports 26 percent, and Twitter is even with Uber at 
15 percent.) The gender gap in tech starts with teachers and toymakers 
discouraging girls from pursuing STEM interests. It’s cemented by structural 
biases that find female MIT graduates earning far less than their male peers in a 
larger wage gap than alumni of any other elite university. And it’s justified by 
the president of the United States’ closest advisor, who advanced the misogynist 
fairytale of women having an innate intellectual deficiency in math.

http://www.slate.com/blogs/browbeat/2017/02/20/an_ex_uber_employee_alleges_horrifying_sexism_there.html
http://www.recode.net/2017/2/20/14677546/uber-ceo-travis-kalanick-eric-holder-memo
http://www.recode.net/2017/2/20/14677546/uber-ceo-travis-kalanick-eric-holder-memo
https://www.google.com/diversity/
http://fortune.com/2017/01/13/airbnb-executive-beth-axelrod/
https://blog.twitter.com/2017/building-a-more-inclusive-twitter-in-2016
https://www.nytimes.com/2015/02/07/upshot/how-elementary-school-teachers-biases-can-discourage-girls-from-math-and-science.html?_r=0
http://www.slate.com/blogs/xx_factor/2017/02/16/female_alumni_of_top_colleges_still_make_less_money_than_men_from_non_selective.html
http://nymag.com/thecut/2016/11/what-steve-bannon-thinks-of-women-and-minority-groups.html


Text
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more distance
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informational issues

*

*

*
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increasing  
distance?

25-HofI17-SocImp2-4.25



local leadership?
Text
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"unacknowledged legislators"



overview

Social  
Implications 2

4925-HofI17-SocImp2-4.25

today's route
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that's why they are there

a little learning
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that's why they are there
... but why are we here?

a little learning
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*

*
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alternatives
Text
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"a budding revolution in global online higher education"

— Thomas Friedman, New York Times 2011

sound familiar?
“The story of higher education’s future is a tale of ancient 

institutions in their last days of decadence, creating the 

seeds of a new world to come,” he writes. If he is right, 

higher education will be transformed into a different kind of 

learning experience that is cheaper, better, more personalized 

and more useful."

—  Joe Nocera (reviewing The End of College) , New York Times 2015
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here comes the MOOC
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"The time will come, and in less than ten years, when children 

in the public schools will be taught practically everything by 

moving pictures.  Certainly they will never be obliged to read 

history again ... everything except the three Rs, the arts, 

and probably the mental sciences can be taught this way--

physiology, chemistry, biology, botany, physics, and history 

in all its branches."               — D.W. Griffith, New York Times, 1915

"The people's University of the Air will have a greater 

student body than all of our universities put together." 

--Alfred N Goldsmith, RCA,   Radio Broadcast 1922
53

birth of an idea?
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“At a time when books were scarce, and men who knew how to 
make a proper use of them still more uncommon, it became 
expedient … [to] assemble in one place, where celebrated books 
and tutors were collected,  whence advantage might be derived 
to a greater number of students from fewer instructors … Time 
… relaxed the rigid scruples … the world began to lose its 
reverence …"
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earlier generations
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"... as books are now multiplied, and men able to afford
instruction dispersed all over the kingdom, it is evident that
the principal cause of establishing universities in an age when
both books and instructors were scarce, no longer subsists.
Let them therefore be reformed, and rendered really useful to
the community or let them be deserted."



desertion ?
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other alternatives
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more alternatives
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*
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* a little learning



recurring factors?
institutions vs technologies

libraries vs ebooks 

disciplines or discipline?

kinds of distance
geographical  
social 

signalling
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*

*
*

* a little learning



Let us consider the matter in this way:  If the wise man or 
any other man wants to distinguish the true physician from 
the false, how will he proceed?  

.... He will consider whether what [the physician] says is 
true,  and whether what he does is right, in relation to 
health and disease?  
... But can any one attain the knowledge of either  
unless he have a knowledge of medicine?  
... No one at all, it would seem, except the physician can 
have this knowledge; and therefore not the wise man; he 
would have to be a physician as well as a wise man.          

--Plato, Charmides
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signalling
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Nullius in Verba?



“New products are associated with old brand 

names.  This ensures the prospective consumer 

of the quality of the product.

“Doctors, lawyers, and barbers, the high 

school diploma, the baccalaureate degree, the 

Ph.D., even the Nobel Prize, ... education and 

labor markets themselves have their own ‘brand 

names’”.

--George Akerlof, “The Market for Lemons: Quality, Uncertainty,  
and the Market Mechanism,” 1970

60

Text
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"the purchaser if not himself a skillful judge ... must pay some 
person, in the shape of an additional money price, who has the skill 
to distinguish, and integrity to furnish, articles of the quality 
agreed on."                                               — Babbage 

badge of gold
“degrees … gave considerable credit in the living world"  — Knox
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before you graduate
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coming up

*

*
*
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assignment
Describing the vision of the publisher Jason Epstein, Evan Hughes writes in 
Wired: "In the long term, what publishers have to fear the most may not be 
Amazon but an idea it has helped engender—that the only truly necessary 
players in the game are the author and the reader.… At a time when a writer 
can post a novel online and watch the revenue pour in by direct deposit, the 
publishing industry’s skill at making books, selling them by hand to bookstores, 
and managing the distribution of the product threatens to become irrelevant. In 
Epstein’s vision, the writer may need a freelance editor, a publicist, and an 
agent who functions as a kind of business manager, but authors will keep a 
bigger share of the proceeds with no lumbering media corporation standing in 
the way."

In a digital world, is it necessary to have a separate firm or organization to 
perform the functions of traditional book publishers? If so, do you see a 
continuing role for publishers in some of these functions, or can they be 
undertaken by someone else —such as Amazon—or the authors themselves?  
Be sure to make specific reference to the discussion in Auletta’s article and the 
points made by Hughes, Connolly and Horowitz. The George Packer article will 
be helpful for background on Amazon; the Gessen will be useful for social 
media such as Goodreads.

assignment
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