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Phaedrus, Socrates bemoaned the development of writing. He feared that, as people came to
rely on the written word as a substitute for the knowledge they used to carry inside their heads,
they would, in the words of one of the dialogue’s characters, “cease to exercise their memory
and become forgetful.” And because they would be able to “receive a quantity of information
without proper instruction,” they would “be thought very knowledgeable when they are for
the most part quite ignorant.” They would be “filled with the conceit of wisdom instead of real
wisdom.” Socrates wasnt wrong—the new technology did often have the effects he feared—
but he was shortsighted. He couldn’t foresee the many ways that writing and reading would
serve to spread information, spur fresh ideas, and expand human knowledge (if not wisdom).

The arrival of Gutenbergs printing press, in the 15th century, set off another round of
teeth gnashing. The [talian humanist Hieronimo Squarciafico worried that the easy availabil-
ity of books would lead to intellectual laziness, making men “less studious” and weakening
their minds. Others argued that cheaply printed books and broadsheets would undermine reli-
gious authority, demean the work of scholars and scribes, and spread sedition and debauchery.

As New York University professor Clay Shirky notes, “Most of the arguments made against

the printing press were correct, even prescient.” But, again, the doomsayers were unable to
imagine the myriad blessings that the printed word would deliver.

So, yes, you should be skeptical of my skepticism. Perhaps those who dismiss critics of
the Internet as Luddites or nostalgists will be proved correct, and from our hyperactive, data-
stoked minds will spring a golden age of intellectual discovery and universal wisdom. Then
again, the Net isn't the alphabet, and although it may replace the printing press, it produces
something altogether different. The kind of deep reading that a sequence of printed pages
promotes is valuable not just for the knowledge we acquire from the author’s words but for the
intellectual vibrations those words set off within our own minds. In the quiet spaces opened
up by the sustained, undistracted reading of a book, or by any other act of contemplation, for
that matter, we make our own associations, draw our own inferences and analogies, foster our
own ideas. Deep reading, as Maryanne Wolf argues, is indistinguishable from deep thinking.

[f we lose those quiet spaces, or fill them up with “content,” we will sacrifice something
important not only in our selves but in our culture. In a recent essay, the playwright Richard
Foreman eloquently described what’s at stake:

[ come from a tradition of Western culture, in which the ideal (my ideal) was the complex,
dense and “cathedral-like” structure of the highly educated and articulate personality— a
man or woman who carried inside themselves a personally constructed and unique ver-
sion of the entire heritage of the West. [But now] I see within us all (myself included) the
replacement of complex inner density with a new kind of self—evolving under the pressure
of information overload and the technology of the “instantly available.”

As we are drained of our “inner repertory of dense cultural inheritance,” Foreman concluded,
we risk turning into “‘pancake people —spread wide and thin as we connect with that vast
network of information accessed by the mere touch of a button.”



