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Introduction


Every generation looks to the future with the hope and the vision of a better world.  Every generation articulates its concern for the improvement of the society and its individuals.  Every generation asks itself how life will change for better or for worse.


As our humanities one class journeyed through the world of media and print culture, I began to look curiously and critically to the future of media, individuals, and social culture.  I found myself drawn to the perspectives and ideas on the nature of information technology and on the influence of this technology on the individual.  I also realized that there is a diverse opinion covering a rich array of intellectual and social thinking that probes into the depth of this relationship between individual human beings and media culture.


In each of the following three papers, I explore the future of information infrastructure and apply what I find to understand our relationship with the collective media.  Each aspect of media culture is attacked or discussed with what I believe to be an opinionated but fair point of view.  I write about different aspects of media and its implications on individual freedom using different modes of interpretation and imagination.


In my first paper, the issue of computer hacking is highlighted.  I first examine the pros and cons of hacking in depth.  With the added perspectives, I move on to concrete cases where computer hacking becomes a major problem.  In addition to scholarly research, I also attempt to interpret the media and society’s perspectives on the problems, ethics, and possible solutions to the issue of computer hacking.  Various topics such as individual privacy, freedom of information, and media perception are elaborated and analyzed.  Underlying the paper’s vision is a concern for the problems of our society and an outlook on how we can solve those problems for the betterment of the future.


In the second paper, I take a spin out of the real world into the imaginary world.  This creative piece provides an intriguing, haunting, and yet all too plausible view of the future of information society.  I have chosen to focus on two aspects of the narration.  First of all, the story is told from two different perspectives, both of which follow the life of a future citizen of Earth.  Second of all, the piece describes the vision of the world by slowly enveloping the reader in a nest of confusion and exhaustion.  There will be deliberately difficult passages and stream-like movements of narration.  I will warn you ahead of time that this story is not to be read as a piece of juvenile literature.  This story is a philosophical story, an apocalyptic story, and a personal story.  My personal reflections, thoughts, and ideas (like it or not) fill every page.  I believe this gives us a unique perspective to the issues that confront us in the continuing struggle to better the future.  You will find that much of the problems dwelt with in the story relate directly to the issue of individualism in the midst of media culture.


The final paper of this series is an essay about a recent film that captured the public’s imagination.  The motion picture The Truman Show has already been reviewed in detail by numerous movie-critics from around the nation.  I will not be making another such contribution to film criticism here.  What I will do is to interpret the various complexities in the film as it relates to our theme of media influence and individual choice.  I will examine the specific details in the film that provides a thematic parallel to our discussions about the future and the media.  The Truman Show, a movie about the triumph of the individual spirit, properly ends this portfolio.

Sweep Away the Rhetoric: Defining the Rules of Computer Hacking

What exactly is computer hacking?  Among our society’s intellectual circles, there exist two opposing points of view that attempt to answer this question.  One point of view sees hacking both as a creative art and as a vehicle for communication.  For proponents of this viewpoint, to hack is to “transcend custom and engage in creativity for its own sake, but also to create objective effects” (“Don’t Tread” 513). The opposing point of view, on the other hand, contends that hacking is a conspiring crime and an immoral behavior.  This fragment of society believes that while hackers “may not carry guns or attempt bombings… they [do] possess the terrorist’s desire to control others” (Surkan).  Who is right?  Is computer hacking a natural consequence of the human instinct to explore and to connect, or is it the result of an obsession with terror, control, and manipulation?  Surely only one side of the argument can be correct.  Where should the real conclusion lie?

The two sides of this debate would have no relevance in society today if hacking did not present some concrete social problems in addition to abstract matters of intellectual disputation.  It is the criminal and ethical problems of hacking that spur the controversy over the nature of hacking.  Because of the controversy, however, contrary and even contradictory arguments are now being expressed in regard to concrete social problems in addition to philosophical discussions.  Abstract arguments are being made in favor of and opposed to regulation, punishment, and management of computer hackers.  In the midst of this confusing debate, the line between right and wrong is being blurred.  While computer criminals defend their increasingly serious crimes against decent human beings, public media and government institutions rationalize their progressively stricter policies that further limit the freedom of electronic speech.  Neither side looks to the heart of the issue, that is, how do we solve the specific problems.  In this essay, I will first describe the focus of different perspectives on hacking and how they stray away from specific issues.  Then I will look into the exact ways society has chosen to deal with issues of computer crime.  By the conclusion of this essay, I hope to illustrate the necessity of a carefully defined legal and ethical framework for what wrongful computer hacking is and what it is not.


There has always been a view of hacking that is separate and in many ways opposed to the view of the public, the media, and the government.  This view comes from the perspective of the computer hackers who do the hacking.  When asked about the nature of hacking, they would (of course) respond with a sympathetic and ideological plea in favor of their cause.  Yet this plea, as we will see, consists of arguments that blur the distinction between that which is valued and that which is disparaged as they relate to computer hacking.  For example, one of the main arguments in favor of computer hacking is the supposed need to challenge the institutions that have constant surveillance over people’s lives.  The IRS, the FBI, and other government agencies are said to have access to detailed information on individuals and families.  Hackers believe that there must exist an element of anti-authoritarian individualism in a mechanized and state-monitored society.  Individual privacy must be defended in the face of bloodless institutions.  A source that identifies this perspective on hacking comes from the conversations found in “Don’t Tread on My Cursor.”  Published by Harper’s Magazine, “Don’t Tread” is a direct printout of various debates and conversations that take place on-line.  Hackers, writers, and concerned citizens responded to questions posed by the “Harper’s Form” regarding the nature and questions of hacking.  One of the most fundamental arguments found in “Don’t Tread” comes from writer John Perry Barlow, who articulates a need for the rebellious hacker spirit:

When systems are open, the community prospers, and teenage miscreants are satisfied to risk their own lives and little else.  When the social contract is enforced by security, the native freedom of the adolescent soul will rise up to challenge it in direct proportion to its imposition. (516)


At the same time, this ideal of individual privacy and freedom undermines the justification behind computer hacking.  Let us look into the life of the person who has been hacked.  His computer has been crashed, his financial stability possibly ruined, his time wasted.  Where is his right to privacy?  How can he hope to be left undisturbed by the consequences of computer hacking?  Hacker protagonist Richard Stallman may claim that “there’s nothing wrong with breaking security if you’re accomplishing something useful” (“Don’t Tread” 513).  But, in the words of author Clifford Stoll, this claim can be shown to be unrealistic and hypocritical: “There’s nothing wrong with entering a neighbor’s house if you’re accomplishing something useful, just as long as you clean up after yourself” (513).  Hackers ignore the idea of personal privacy.  Personal data, financial history, passwords, addresses, and even private information are subject to the whims of the scrutinizing, impersonal computer hacker.  Even in “Don’t Tread,” John Barlow’s credit record becomes public knowledge to all the commentators on the forum when a hacker who disagrees with his opinions hacked into his computer records and displayed Barlow’s credit history online (521).  Yet individual freedom is the basic justification for computer hacking in the first place.  Hackers are supposed to lift the human individual from the marsh of government control.  They are supposed to be the lone rebels who stand against the evils of institutionalized structuralism.  But they can’t even respect the decent, innocent individuals who are hurt by computer hacking due to no fault of their own.


The hackers would respond to this argument by suggesting that there’s “an ethical distinction between people and institutions” (Barlow 520).  Hackers claim that they do not actually “mess with individuals,” that they only strive against the institution because it is “compiling this mountain of data—without [the individual’s] consent” (520).  This counter-argument, however, is unrealistic and irresponsible.  The fact of the matter is, computer hackers do hurt individuals.  Anyone who owns a computer can experience the hazards of a computer virus.  Anyone working at a corporation or firm that has been “hacked” loses a part of his work.  Anyone who treats electronic information as a part of her everyday life does relinquish that part of her life.  Hackers can naively state that hackers do not harm individuals.  But in doing so, they would be ignoring those hackers who do harm individuals.  They would also be ignoring the necessary damage on individuals when hacking is done.  Intentionally or unintentionally, hackers contribute to the detriment of some private individual.  The sum of the hackers’ arguments adds up to nothing but a blurring of the distinction between that which is good and that which is bad in hacking.  As hackers rationalize their own behaviors and reject contrary claims, they forget the real distinction between purposeful, useful hacking and extravagant, harmful hacking.  Contradictory ideals such as individual privacy are apparently resolved within their rationalizing minds. This is not the way to solve a problem.  Before we can address the real issues and concerns of computer hacking, we must first clearly define exactly what form of hacking is permissive and what isn’t. 

How have we actually “defined” hacking in society today?  Let us first examine how the dangers of computer hacking first became a concern to the public in the 1980’s.  As Katie Hafner and John Markoff relate in their book Cyberpunk: Outlaws and Hackers on the Computer Frontier, the turning point in the public’s perception of the individual hacker came with Robert T. Morris’s program that brought down the nationwide Sun Corp. computer network (10).  From then on, the “private world of computer networks was suddenly of concern to the general public” (10).  With this new focus on the dangers of computing came an irrational apprehension of computer technology.  The public saw computers as complicated and difficult-to-use machinery.  Hackers were seen to be magical manipulators of these awesome machines.  In turn, the government also began to treat hackers as sorcerers instead of individuals, neglecting their rights and privacy in favor of controlling something that cannot be understood.  In March 1990, for example, the United States Secret Service raided the office of Steve Jackson, an electronics games publisher residing in Austin, Texas (Kapor 158).  The agents seized Jackson’s computer hardware, computer programs, business records, and even private electronic mail on his bulletin-board system.  They invaded Jackson’s privacy rights with almost no circumstantial evidence.  Jackson apparently maintained a bulletin-board system in which players of his games discussed their game strategies.  The authorities were suspicious of Jackson because one of the users of his bulletin board supposedly discussed a public domain protocol for transferring computer files.  Treating all protocols for transferring computer files as utilities for file theft, the authorities raided Jackson’s home.  No incriminating evidence was ever found, but the damage was done.  Unreasonable searches and seizures were conducted with little regard for the fourth amendment (Kapor 158).


The public and institutional reactions to hacking illustrate the lack of a well-defined concept of what unethical and illegal computer hacking really is.  The media and the public have a stereotypical view of the regular hacker: young, college-educated, impudent, counter-culture, dangerous, disrespectful of tradition, irreverent of financial stability, forgetful of history.  In “Computer Crime,” Steven L. Mandell describes the effect of media publicity on the issue of computer offense.  “Part of the difficulty in assessing the extent and impact of computer crime,” Mandell believes, “is due to its widespread and occasionally inaccurate exposure in the media” (345).  Mandell goes on to illustrate reporting done by the San Francisco Chronicle.  For instance, the newspaper reported the story of a computer technician who obtained unauthorized use of the computer amounting to charges worth “possibly millions.”  It turned out that the case was settled in court for two thousand dollars.  The sensationalized report made the news; no correction followed the article to substantiate its exaggerated claim.  Thus the issues are thrown aside, replaced by sensationalism, exaggerated severity, and unchecked “facts” (Mandell 345).  Why does the media focus excessively on computer crimes?  One reason is that the public has little understanding concerning complex, intimidating machines known as computers.  This ignorance is given a voice in the media, where journalists tend to reflect the public’s anxiety while editorializing against mysterious forces such as hacking.  Instead of looking deeply into the concerns and motivations of these young hackers, the media and the public tend to look on the surface: crimes, damages, resentments, and behaviors.  Instead of analyzing and defining the rights and wrongs, they lump all cases of good or bad computer hacking into the distasteful category of “hacker crimes.”  This procedure destroys the basis upon which a solution to the social problem can be found.

The government inherits this perception of computer hacking and translates procedure into policy.  Just as the media lump computer crimes into hacker crimes, the government seems to place a catchall criterion over all computer-related offenses.  Moreover, as the Steve Jackson incident showed us, the government is also quite ignorant of the distinctions and relationships between each individual offense.  It believes, for example, that a public domain protocol for transferring computer files is automatically a signal for computer theft of valuable data.  Before searching or arresting an alleged computer criminal, authorities should determine the existence and distinguish the extent of an offense.  And when punishment must be issued, we must, as Mitchell Kapor details, “define... a measure of damages and set... proportional punishment” (163).  Instead, the government and the public not only rush to punish, but also rationalize their actions by describing these hackers as indolent, dangerous, hard to control, and thus deserving of their punishment.  Just as hackers are ignorant of what they can and can not do on the computer, the government and the society are ignorant of exactly what is and is not a computer crime.  The crime of computer hacking has become an offense with no clearly defined law to regulate it.  The art of computer hacking has become a culture with no structurally constructed principle of ethics to support it.

In order to deal effectively with computer crime, we must sweep away the rhetoric we use to defend our various actions.  We must find a clear distinction between which form of hacking is allowable and which is not allowable.  The key is to recognize that the damage done by hacking can only be considered truly harmful if it damages a private individual.  John Stuart Mill, in his 1869 political philosophy classic On Liberty, provides a similar test for the legality and ethics of individual conduct.  He believes that “the only purpose for which power can be rightfully exercised over any member of a civilized community, against his will, is to prevent harm to others” (Mill).  In all other individual pursuits, public sentiment, and not government, should be the ultimate judge of morality.  Hacking that harms or disturbs or financially damage an individual is ethically wrong and should thus be punished by public opinion and by law.  Hacking that is distasteful or aimless, but nevertheless harmless, should not be subject to the governance of the authorities.  This is a rather simple solution to a difficult problem.  While the specifics must be worked out in greater detail, one thing is certain: we can safely proceed to implement solutions to our problems with hacking only if we have a clear definition of exactly what unethical and illegal computer hacking really is.  

Is computer hacking a creative process, or is it a type of terrorism?  The diversity of public opinion will insure the elusiveness of the answer to that question.  Although we are often times overwhelmed by arguments and perspectives on either side of the debate, we can still sweep away the rhetoric and the prejudices and realize for a moment that every problem has a solution, that every rule has a definition.  Similarly, the problem of criminal and unethical computer hacking must also have a solution.  It is up to us to define the rules.

Achieving Greatness; or Good-bye, and Have a Nice Life!

.....I watch too much TV, I watch too much TV...  what the heck do I learn from all this TV 

junk, what the heck did I watch?

…Dateline: December 30, 2005:


Another bombing suspect perished today in Alexandria, Egypt.  Sources say that the fifteen year-old Peruvian from Egyptian was molested by his girlfriend’s grandmother at an early age.  Apparently, his lack of adequate educational therapy resulted in his increasing lack of social confidence.  This might have, in turn, led him to theorize on the destruction of social constructions.  The bombing, which included one of the most celebrated gatherings of all time, never lived up to the suspect’s expectations, sources say.  He has claimed, for instance, that the root beer in his girl friend’s drinking straw reminded him of her grandmother’s incessant bickering and caused him to travel down the path of...


I travel down effortlessly the path of a drinking straw filled with some kind of strange root beer... moving at quantum dynamic speed u = square root of something over pi, lots and lots of moving electrons...  Somewhere of images, sounds, and nuances passing by outside... but I can’t quite grasp any of the tiny fragments...  All perceive darkness… move so fast they appear and disappear without being... changes so rapidly nothing to exist...  Only one constant… source of stability: a spot of light like the tip of needle, lying there… imperceptible, surrounded by strange root beer... ahead at the end of tunnel...


I travel inside silently a long tunnel riding on a train fueled by speed of light from the warm glow... tube widens slowly… light expands above... illumination of emerging rectangular things...  Things become larger and larger, taking surface without texture, giving off my clouding vision...  Darkness fades away... from the shadow of darkness: thousands and thousands of rectangular screens...  Look up, screens piled one on one forever... looking right, screens sitting next to one another… no end...  Limitless collection of televisions… screens in fragments in front of me... stand in awe of its power and assurance of life... but I can’t quite grasp any of the tiny fragments...


I travel across smoothly a suspension bridge lined with cars; heading towards it... for it is inevitable.....

*
*
*


“We’re at the suspension bridge already!  Hey, hey.  Wake up!” A jab with the elbow dragged Neil back to consciousness.  “We’re almost there.  Look!”


Reluctantly, Neil dragged himself up gradually against the seat of the speed-train.  Slowly emerging from the lower side of the window was a view of the vast sea outside.  Blue, crisp, vibrant waves splashed defiantly against the warm, tranquilizing sunshine.  The sun, setting slowly and effortlessly to the West, colored the endless sea and sky with a drab yellow.  It was, perhaps, not quite touching, but nevertheless beautiful.  Suddenly, the visor in front of him beeped.  The news was being reported (as always) instantaneously.  Some story about a couple drowning in the middle of the ocean invaded his eardrums.  Neil pretended that he didn’t hear it.  Everyone else on the speed-train, meanwhile, listened attentively.


Again Neil stared profoundly through the window at the waters outside.  The boundless ocean was so large-- covering three quarters of the Earth-- so devastating--killing thousands upon thousands of luckless seafarers-- so powerful!  Yet man subdued this beast like any other creature.  Human beings, thought Neil, could build a bridge right over the stormy seas that once drowned courageous adventurers like Henry Hudson and Francis Drake.


“Yoshi, do you remember anything about Henry Hudson, the explorer?” Neil questioned his companion, who wondered if Neil asked the ridiculous question to retaliate against being 

awakened.


“C’mon.  You know nobody remembers anything about stuff like that.  That’s what a book is for: just in case we needed to know useless stuff like that...”


“Hey, I think I know,” spoke someone from the seat behind the companions.  “Isn’t Henrik Hudson that Dutch man who circumnavigated the world.  That’s how I remembered it.”


“Oh,” Neil responded.  Personally, he always thought that Hudson was the British explorer who somehow died mysteriously while in search of some secret passage through North America.  But of course, he wasn’t sure.  He really wasn’t taught much history in school.  In fact, no one was.  Meanwhile, the visor in front of his seat beeped again.  It was some commercial about needing to get acquainted with one’s own childhood innocence.  He barely noticed it.


“Hey.  We’re across the Mediterranean!  We’ll be there in just a little while,” Yoshi exclaimed, announcing the obvious, as the bridge came to an end on Israeli soil.  “I just can’t wait.”  Yoshi was exceedingly expressive as always.  Today, he couldn’t keep his excitement bounded inside himself for long.  Here it was!  The land where all information and knowledge spilled from.  Here was the Mecca of media progress.  After a pilgrimage to the most informative place in the world, even the most lackluster journalist would be overwhelmed by the tenacity of pure moving information.  Here was the consummated utopian dream of twentieth century communication: the Hall of Time.  The motto of the Hall was what everyone was striving towards: “Going faster.  Getting more.  Achieving greatness.”  Here was the stuff Yoshi’s dreams were made of.


Unlike everyone else, Neil wasn’t very enthusiastic.  He thought this trip would be a good way for him to see just what everyone around him has been jumping up and down the aisle about.  All of Neil’s colleagues (and all his friends, relatives, children, etc.) had been indoctrinating him with stories about the ‘Stabilization,’ the ‘Illumination,’ and of course, the myth of the Mirror.  The Mirror was the universally renowned landmark within the Hall of Time.  It supposedly contained the secret power of the Illumination.  Every year, journalists from all the corners of the globe journeyed to the Mirror to witness its power for themselves.  Neil, however, was not one of those journalists.  He was never able to craft the perfect story.  In reality, his stories tended to be too personal, too sentimental, and too “full of crap,” as one of the editors from the CCPP suggested.  As a matter of fact, Neil was ‘assigned’ to the trip because the editors believed that he was exceedingly incompetent, and needed to be illuminated.  Neil, in a sense, was a unique failure.


As Neil contemplated on his own past and possible future, the screen in front of his chair lit up again.  This time, Neil decided to get away from his own thoughts for a while and see what was going on in the world.  Accompanied by beautiful three-dimensional graphics and attractive eye-sensitive slogans, the news reporter rambled on for a good three minutes.


This just in from Israel.  The Committee for the Continuation and Preservation of the Progress Towards a Fuller Human Understanding and Cooperation has issued a statement!  The Chairman of CCPPTFHUC, Zeno Herbert, told a worldwide audience in a press conference that the Committee, which owns the Hall of Time, is planning a merger with the Electronics Engineering Facility for Faster Instantaneous Technologies Applicable in Modern Industrial Society.  EEFFITAMIS, meanwhile, has also issued a statement concurring with this report.  The merger of CCPP and EEFF would result in the biggest and best network of communication ever assembled.  EEFF’s new b66 network assimilator is the first to take advantage of superficial intelligence, creating the fastest, most comprehensive, and largest network service in the world.  CCPP and EEFF would provide the global community with the most massive collection of knowledge and information ever collected, comprising the totality of human and non-human records and resources.


A big ‘thanks’ to our sponsors: EEFF, ‘getting ahead;’ the Israeli Board of Tourism, ‘come visit Israel, the land of communication’...


Neil ceased to listen.  There was so much information that it blinded him.  He turned his head to look outside the window again.  The Mediterranean Sea was behind them now.  The glittering waves continued to dance lightly on the surface of the blue waters.  Over the delicate movements of the sea water the remnants of the sun’s rays glowed.  The sun’s drab yellowish cover persisted, unable, or not wanting, to release its grasp.  Was it beautiful?  Yes.  Was it perhaps also touching?


“Hmm,” Neil deliberated, “the news-reporter would never mentioned that CCPP owns the station from which the report came from.  No, of course not.  CCPP pays his salary.”

*
*
*


Walls at least ten feet high surrounded the communications capital of the world.  When one looked close enough at the walls, one could still distinguish the individual bricks.  An amazingly thin line separated one brick from another.  There was no moss, no crack, and no irregularity: a model of engineering perfection, with no room for error.  There was also no room for improvement: bricks stacked solidly against each other, packed into a network of uniformity, with no differences, no ‘special’ brick, no innovative design.  The design of the only entrance was also rather dull.  One huge doorway stood beneath a large gray plaque hung from the top of the rectangular archway.  On the plaque, in large, sharp, competitive letters, was inscribed

The Hall of Time

Going faster.  Getting more.  Achieving greatness.


Once inside, the monotony of the exterior transformed into a celebrated uniformity of excitement.  Television screens of exactly the same size (but showing different programs) were installed across the entire expansive hall.  In the center of the Hall was a structure that resembled the half of a sphere.  The exterior of the sphere was planted with televisions, speakers, radios, and tele-visors of varying sizes, positions, and qualities.  It was a collage of the information system, with each device giving out random data.  The various noises, juxtaposed and delivered in one moment of time, were almost unbearable.  A story about a flood in Bangladesh would superimpose a news item out of the White House.  Gossip concerning a scandal involving a French celebrity would echo an analysis of the World Cup.  Each announcer competed with each other for his own voice.  They endeavored to speak louder, grasp more interest, and cover more ground.  They fought against time and against each other, always ready to report the latest breaking news or to manufacture the most celebrated inside scoop.

Neil and Yoshi were already inside.  They were part of the crowd of hundreds of thousands of visitors that day, all with their own identical nametags.  All the visitors had already traveled past the enormous electronic library, the facility for maintaining constant network usage, and the production crew of managing sub-directors.  They all admired not only the complexity of the operations, but also the organized stability of the overall structure.  Now they were ready to experience, like so many other ‘pilgrims’ before them, the real power of the ‘Committee’ that ‘maintained’ this ‘historic landmark.’  As the crowd traveled through a long tunnel leading to the security barrier, Neil looked inquisitively at the constant light source at the end of the tunnel.  The light was distinctively sharp, like a tip of a needle.  It seemed to be the only origin of a sense of stability.  As the light source slowly widened, Neil and others walked progressively through the long tunnel, waiting for something to happen.  Suddenly, a stern-looking security guard approached Neil.

“Mr....Vaaaal...  leee... bland... land?” asked the guard, reading from a long list, trying to pronounce Neil’s complicated last name in standard English.


“Yes.  I am Neil Vale-Blanen,” Neil answered.


“Please come with me,” the security guard stated, with neither sympathy nor malice.


Neil was intimidated by this interruption.  Did he do something wrong?  Was he being sent somewhere?  Why was he chosen?  Neil followed the guard through a circular hatch on the left side of the tunnel.  They journeyed through tube-like walkways that twisted and turned like the inside of the human intestines.


At the end of the tunnel was a small door leading to a lecture hall.  As Neil entered the room, the security guard left, locking the door behind him as he went.  As Neil scanned the room, the lights slowly dimmed around him as if a movie was about to be shown.  Gazing across the elegantly designed hall, Neil noticed spontaneously that there was one other person there.  This person was projected at the top of the platform, dressed in deep velvet blue.  His face looked serious, but he was smiling almost as if he was content with what was about to happen.


“You are here, my friend, because you need to be stabilized and you illuminated.  As an employee of the CCPP, you have failed to meet the standards of this company.  Therefore, you must be reeducated and you must be rehabilitated so that you can get along with this company’s philosophy.”  He talked in sequence, as if he had been conversing with a larger audience.  His voice sounded too scratchy to be real, too hyperbolic to be persuasive.


“I am Zeno Herbert, the Chairman of the Committee for the Continuation and Preservation of the Progress Towards a Fuller Human Understanding and Cooperation.  I am here to help you return to the path of productivity, to blast aside your personal inhibitions, so that you may go faster, do more, and achieve greatness!”  Zeno paused for effect, his every other word accompanied by superlative gestures.


“We live, my friend, in a world where each citizen contributes to his own well-being, where life is filled with excitement, where each of us wants to get the most out of life.  In order to get the most, we must use the most.  This is why we need to use more information.  We need faster, more detailed information that comes to us spontaneously wherever we are.  We need information covering everything we would ever want to know about.  We need a bulk of information at our fingertips so that we would not need to use our memory!  Therefore, we need a medium that can deliver all this data to us effectively and efficiently.  This is where CCPP comes in.  In a world that values speed and mass, CCPP can help dispel the ideas of permanence and specificity.  People don’t want knowledge; they want data they can immediately work on.  They don’t care about the truth; they care about the package of truth.  None of us likes to speculate about possibilities or imaginations, all of us wants to live in our own preferred world.


“Those in the media do their job by stabilizing the public opinion.  In a diversified and individualized society, media serves its function by unifying the general need for achievement.  We all want to be the best; we all want to have the most.  Yet there are so many of us!  How can we all be number 1?  Gone are the days when a hero, artist, or innovator can claim the fame they deserved.  Today, fame is attributable to only those who are fortunate.  Yet, we still need to be the best, to have the most!  Media solves this problem.  In CCPP, every one of our customers is treated like a private individual.  Our viewer-ship is so large, however, that every customer becomes accustomed to our programming and advertising.  Thus, the naturally diverse and massive public is put into submission.  Information is so massive that no one cares to check it.  Since no one can check it, information the public will receive becomes the information we give it.  This is how CCPP works.”  Zeno paused again.  His voice was climbing to an excruciating climax every few seconds.  Neil was being treated to a desensitizing speech that emphasized everything, absolutely everything.


“What is best for society is best for any human being.  CCPP does a service to mankind by bringing people together.  While each individual still feels the need to go faster, do more, and achieve greatness, the community as a whole will nevertheless remain intact.  After all, what has been said throughout the ages has already been repeated in some way or another!  No human being can say anything new.  No new knowledge can be passed on.  Therefore, we must choose the most appropriate messages instead of worrying about ingenious innovations.  For our society, the most important thing is to keep individualism in the context of collectivism.  We here at CCPP rely on just such a philosophy.”  Again, the pause.


“Now.  You are here because you have failed to live up to our standards.  In order to lift you up from your misery, we highly encourage you to do the following things.  One, take the passion out of your life and replace it with a cold-blooded aim to achieve more.  Two, forget the unnecessary past because it may take you away from the pure pursuit of information.  Three, don’t attempt to create novel innovations or come up with original ideas.  All such attempts are doomed to failure, which can only make you feel worse.  Four, learn to live within the context of speed.  Life must be lived rapidly so that each passing second can appear to be shorter than in reality.  That way, there will be less effort applied to those empty searches for ‘truth.’  Five, avoid thinking about the process.  Asking how and why things work will only contaminate your sense of full achievement and satisfaction.  Enjoy the tips.  Good-bye, and have a nice life!  Remember: Life is a business!!”


As the lights came back on slowly, the door to the outside opened and the person disappeared with a smile on his face.  Zeno turned out to have been a recorded projection from the back of the hall.  As Neil exited, the scratchy speaker at the back announced that this was the end of the message.


“Thank you for experiencing the CCPP laser imaging system, made possible by Galapagos Junior Franks: it’s never too fake to be good.  Please enjoy your day here at the Hall.”

*
*
*


Neil just couldn’t accept the philosophy.  It was so pessimistic, so anti-human, yet so true.  He felt as if he was the only sane person left on this planet.  Here was the society in which he lived.  This society did not value history, did not measure objective reality, did not treasure books, did not spurt originality, did not ‘stop to smell the roses,’ and did not appreciate meaning.  “Join us, or be forever left out and condemned,” they seemed to be saying.  Was this version of life really true?  Did televisions stabilize as opposed to segregate?  Were we connected by a common bond, or separated by an ambitious will?  Was there no need for permanence, for understanding, for specificity?


Neil rejoined Yoshi and the others.  They were about to embark upon the ultimate experience of the Hall of Time: the Mirror.  After they passed through the security barrier, they entered another tube, almost the same as the last one, but not quite.  This tube had large parallel stripes of red and white, indicating the needed caution ahead.  Otherwise, it was dark.  Neil was reminded of an experience that he had sometime ago.  He felt like he was traveling down a drinking straw filled with root beer.  As they moved closer and closer to the light source, Neil noticed a certain presence beyond the tube (straw).  There seemed to be something passing by outside that changed so rapidly human feelings were unable to grasp it.  There was a tremble somewhere, a shiver of things blinking too fast to be recorded.  Everything changed so rapidly that nothing seemed to exist. A supernatural sense of speed and size invaded Neil’s frame of mind.


The tube widened slowly.  The Mirror, source of illumination, was just ahead.  The light source gradually expanded while Neil and the others walked on, amazed by its sheer sense of excitement.  Neil began to perceive that somehow this experience has happened to him before.  Where did the past lie that could come to haunt him now?  How did memory bring back this observation of the past?


The tube opened fully.  At the center was a huge monolith the size of a five-story building.  On it was a single rectangular monitor made of marble.  Reflected on the marble were the images of people’s faces.  Noises were generated as echoes of the audience’s own conversations.  All of a sudden, words started to appear on the marble screen in huge, bold letters.

You are who you are.


1358375889 dead, 765567343 missing, 765647382999 born, 6565762456544 hired.

You are who you are.


ambition, aggression, aspiration, boldness, burden, capture, controversy, death, fire, greed, greatness, hiding, immediacy, keen, lewd, lust, more, now, opportunistic, perfection, pride, quantity, replication, scheming, simultaneity, steal, thirst, threat, uniform, variety, work, yearning, zeal.


Random images flashed across the Mirror: airplanes falling in the sky, space shuttles flying in darkness, dark chocolate eaten by old women, old people drinking root beer from a straw, a tunnel, a light, a bombing, an advertisement, a face; in short, everything and anything in the world.  Neil was anxious and distressed.  What did this all mean?  What great truth lay behind the surface of the mirror?

You are who you are.


Information consuming machines.  We do this.  You do that.  He is such.  She is this.  I am that.  They do these.  We want those.  All those: 030, 578, 980, pg. 48, no. 2, 909-588-3829, 87*3/23+32, 43 lbs., $34.99, 74%

You are who you are.


We now discover that J. J. Neilson inherited cancer when his left frontal lobes were exposed to chrysanthemum…  What is the truth inside Kati Hotel’s rest room policies?  Two gay couples engaging in philosophical and intellectual debates…  James Thompson interviewed Petra Thompson and asked her how dinner was coming…  Another car crash filled the airwaves with the distinctive taste of gasoline.  Did you change your oil today?  Well then…  Too much or too little: that is the question to be considered when extramarital affairs are concerned…

You are who you are.


The past is gone.  The future is here.  The life is past.  The death is future.  The massive is life.  The small is death.  The world is massive.  The person is small.  Nothing will change who we are, what we want, what we get.

You are who you are.


There are 20932 books on aviation, 49804853 online documentation, 792873898 journal articles, 4879518379571 references…  The next time you use a search engine, log on to www.searchit.com, the world’s newest and most massive information center… everything you need.

You are who you are.


Live and learn what?  What is there?  Who are we?  What else is left?  Why fight when you can’t win?  Why dream when you can’t sleep?  Why wait when you can’t stay?

You are who you are.


Time passes away... 11:59:57,12/31/2005; 11:59:58,12/31/2005; 11:59:59,12/31/2005...


An infinite mass of pure information emanated from the Mirror in a brief second of time.  Massive amounts of everything, useful or not useful, came pouring out of the surface of the screen. An invisible ruler measured away the unfathomable length.  An invisible counter counted away the non-compatible objects. An invisible clock ticked away the indescribable time.  The entire audience was held spellbound by the feeling of sheer size and speed. It was impossible not to succumb to the vast flow of endless data.  Even Neil became part of the viewing public.  He couldn’t resist the exhilaration.  He couldn’t argue against the truth.

You are who you are.


Dateline: January 1, 2006: Welcome to the world, our friends.  Join us in our intellectual socialization: together, we are one.  Because: you know who you are?  You're us.

You are who you are.

ACCEPT IT.(

The message was clear.  If Zeno couldn’t quite get his point across, the Mirror certainly did.  As the screen stopped communicating and the images disappeared, “Good-bye, and Have a Nice Life!” flashed across the Mirror in nice, pleasant letters.


Everyone was enthralled by the sheer display of information and power.  Almost everyone experienced ‘illumination.’  Even Neil Vale-Blanen was stunned by the Mirror.  Now the explanation was clear, clearer than ever before.  Neil had finally grasped the truth.  Here was the one constant source of stability he had been looking for.  Neil was enlightened.


He accepted it, accepted it all.  It is overwhelming.  It is inevitable.
Life on TV: the Loss of Individual Freedom


You have lived an ordinary, normal life.  You have gone to college, been married, and begun a career.  You have had your thrills and triumphs as well as your disappointments and failures.  Your experiences, however, were none that one could call extraordinary.  Then one day, you discover that you are the subject of a twenty-four hour TV show devoted to every minute of your life!  Your life has been manipulated and observed by hidden cameras and trained actors ever since you were a baby.  You are a product of entertainment frenzy.  How would this make you feel?  What would you think of everyone around you?  What should you do?  Stay within the artificially dramatized life of television?  Or break through from the meaningless utopia that destroys individualism?  In the futuristic motion picture The Truman Show, directed by Peter Weir, the main character Truman Burbank experiences this revelation about the reality of life within a TV show.  Confronted by an overwhelming, commercialized, and unreal environment, Truman begins to realize that he lives in a world of meaninglessness and artificiality.  He must decide whether to live in this comfortable media utopia or escape to a more meaningful existence.  In the process of warning us against the vision of media frenzy, the film tells us, through Truman Burbank, that when a person faces such a dilemma, he must turn against the artificial community in search of a freer, more personal world.


The world of The Truman Show is neither free nor personal.  A corporation that aims at profit and success has strict surveillance over Truman’s lifestyle and behaviors.  We see the manipulation from the very beginning of the film, where clips from “The Truman Show” (a reality television drama) accompany the producer’s introduction of the show’s origin.  The idea for this TV show apparently originates from the creative mind of Christof, the producer of “The Truman Show.”  His concept for the program is to televise to billions of viewers every living experience of a real person raised by the multimedia OmniCam Corporation.  Truman, the abandoned baby of an unwanted pregnancy, becomes the star of the most popular show on television.  Over five thousand cameras hidden within a huge city-sized studio captures the growth and development of this unsuspecting star.  Thousands of actors employed by the Corporation contribute to the set of the entire fictitious seaside town called Seahaven.  Artificial light imitates sunshine; filtered water simulates rain and storm; actors and actresses pose as ordinary citizens.  The world of The Truman Show guarantees the safety and comfort of its star.  It coordinates every daily routine and every life-changing event in Truman’s life.  It makes sure that Truman’s life is predictable, organized, and secure, for the benefit of Truman.  It creates an ideal medium for Truman to grow up in and live in.  It does so, however, with manipulation and commercialization. 

Truman, unaware of the arbitrary manipulation and profit-minded commercialization of his life, is dragged into a senseless life cycle where personalities around him behave the way they do because they are told to behave that way.  He lives through the carefully controlled patterns of repetitive life: the daily (and identical) greetings with his neighbor, the same exact conversation with the old Siamese twins (who force him in front of the hidden camera in the ATM machine), and the daily purchase from the magazine salesperson.  Yet, as we will see, Truman is different from his synthetic surroundings.  Truman, as his name (‘True-man") suggests, is the only ‘real’ person in “The Truman Show.”

Truman is the only person who shows genuine human feelings of love and pain.  As a young man, he has secretly fallen in love with a beautiful college student named Sylvia (on TV).  The Show, however, wants to arrange a marriage between Truman and another college schoolmate named Meryl, who is thought to be the actress most suitable for the job.  And so, by ingenious machinations and arbitrary lies, the show drags Sylvia off with her ‘grandfather’ and manages to pull Meryl closer to Truman.  Incidentally, that particular show is one of the highest rated “Truman Shows” in history.  Truman never loses his love for Sylvia through the years.  Everyday, he secretly purchases a woman’s magazine from the newsstand and cuts out parts and pieces of human faces that resemble Sylvia’s.  This slow and exhausting process of piecing back together every feature of a lost love is a clear image of Truman’s solitude.  Truman is also the only screen character who shows suffering and pain.  When Truman was a child, the show, in order to keep the young Truman from wandering out beyond the pleasant seaside village of Seahaven, arranged to have Truman’s father killed in a storm on a sailing trip.  The creator of the show, Christof, wanted to leave the fear of water imprinted on Truman’s memory.  This fear and trauma, as opposed to Truman’s love for Sylvia, were both invented by the show, created for the continuation of deception and the motivation of profit.  The event illustrates the media’s lack of reverence for personal choice and individual life.


In “The Truman Show,” life’s genuine experiences disappear amidst collective commercialization.  In order for OmniCam to reap profit from the expensive domed studio of Seahaven, “The Truman Show” must be commercialized.  As Truman returns home tired from work, his wife Meryl holds a bright brown can of ‘Mococoa’ in front of one of the hidden cameras and offers it to Truman, praising it as the one brand of hot chocolate that Truman loves.  From the Elk Rotary Lawnmower to the nifty Ring Cam to the handy Chef’s Pal, “The Truman Show’s” sponsoring products fill the airwaves with corporate propaganda.  Is “The Truman Show’s” ‘hyper-commercialism’ really any different from that of our TV shows of today?  The filmmakers suggest it is not and warn us against it.  

In addition to media commercialization, “The Truman Show” also reflects the scripted, tightly controlled reality that TV presents.  Walter Ong, in Print, Space, and Closure, describes the characteristic differences between what he calls ‘primary orality’ as the oral culture of the past and ‘secondary orality’ as the new voice of today’s media.  He observes that unlike the old Lincoln-Douglas debates, today’s presidential debates consist of invisible audiences, tightly controlled conversations, with no open antagonisms.  Today, “media are totally dominated by a sense of closure... a show of hostility might break open the closure, the tight control” (Ong, 63).  In this ‘secondary orality,’ TV news, variety shows, comedies, and everything else on TV are carefully timed, scripted, and delivered.  It is this same closure, this resistance to sudden changes, that pervades throughout “The Truman Show.”  When Truman decides to take a trip to Fiji to find his lost love Sylvia, a huge poster on the wall of the travel agency illustrates a plane struck by lightning.  “This could happen to you,” it reads.  The Show proceeds the way Christof and the designers envision it should.  All of Truman’s feelings are ignored or manipulated.  A former crew member of the Show who played Truman’s father is supposed to have died.  When he accidentally shows up where Truman sees him, Christof decides to take the deception a step further.  Here comes the episode where the father and son are finally reunited!  Truman’s feelings are manipulated for the good of the Show, the entertainment of the public, and the continuing protection of the system that treats Truman as a commodity.  The Truman Show warns us that scripted and artificially constructed realities are not genuine.  It shows us, through Truman Burbank, that meaning does not lie within packaged, idealized, corporate environments.


On the contrary, The Truman Show shows us that meaning does lie with the individual.  It shows us that certain properties of human nature are never lost despite artificial influences-- that is, the will to explore, the initiative to think, and the capability to choose are embedded in all human beings, even those conditioned to an inhuman existence such as Truman’s.  Despite media’s deceptive manipulations, Truman enables to stay ‘human’ amidst the synthetically advertised life of Seahaven. When Truman slowly discovers the vast conspiracy around him, he begins to view everything with skeptical contempt.  He is suspicious of the lighting fixture that falls from the sky.  He questions his wife about where exactly she works.  He even asks his best friend Marlon why everyone around him seems to be so concentrated on him.  Truman finds that he can walk through any heavy traffic unscathed; everything that threatens him disappears.  This is his world. As Truman realizes the illusion of his life, he must choose whether to stay or to go.  What should he do?  Stay within the security and safety of the land of TV he lives in?  Or escape to the daring but meaningful life in the world outside?  The answer illustrates the properties of human nature: Truman, instead of sitting back in his comfortable and safe home in the land of television, ventures beyond his cell in search of real meaning.  There is something inside even a TV-raised person that makes the choice of individual meaning over collective security.  As movie-watchers, we are exhilarated by that choice.  We stand with Truman, the lone hero, while criticizing the world around him.


Every choice, however, has a consequence.  As Truman escapes from the confines of Seahaven’s five thousand cameras, audiences from the entire world watch nervously, ironically increasing the popularity of the show at its end.  Here, we see the two other perspectives of the media frenzy in action: the audience and the creators.  Before this point, the film uses primarily the perspective of hidden cameras and Truman’s perspective to convey the mysterious flow of the film.  After this point, the viewer begins to catch glimpses beyond the world of Seahaven and into the ‘real’ world of audience’s homes and production crew.  In our brief encounter with the man watching Truman from his bath, the young waitress at the diner, and the truck drivers taking a break for lunch, we experience a mass-audience much like our own.  The TV watchers are not any more extraordinary than we are.  Their motivation seems to be just like ours when we are anxiously awaiting the conclusion of a dramatic series.  In them we see part of us.  And as movie-watchers, we become part of the audience watching them watch Truman.  Yet while the movie-watchers know that inside each television set is a manipulated, packaged, idealized vision of reality, the TV viewers within the film do not see it as such.  What makes The Truman Show a truly profound movie is that it differentiates between the world that the viewers live in and the world that we the audience live in, and use this separation to illustrate its theme.  The film shows that TV viewers within the film are ignorant of what Truman has gone through psychologically, because they have never fully realized the personal effect this manipulation and deception have on Truman.  By describing the public within the film as an image of ourselves, however, The Truman Show not only shows us the ignorance of the viewing public inside the film, but also allows us to identify with their ignorance.  And thus, we find ourselves criticizing the image we see as ourselves and the ignorance that we have within ourselves.


The perspective of creators and producers in the media frenzy come together in the form of the character Christof.  Controlling the world of Seahaven from an artificial moon above the horizon, Christof is more than a mere character; he is a symbol for the society he has created.  The TV producers are ignorant when Truman decides to secretly escape from Seahaven.  Feigning sleep, Truman breaks away from the hidden cameras of his home.  He conquers his fear of water and sails his way out of Seahaven towards the edge of the dome that separates the world of TV and the world of reality.  It is here that Christof makes his two final desperate arguments.  In these arguments, Christof shows his true nature.  Christof is obsessive, just as media news coverage is obsessive, seeking to use whichever method he can to retain his star, including killing him.  Christof is indoctrinated, just as media’s advertising function is indoctrinated, openly proposing his vision of utopia to be flawless and supreme.  He is, in effect, representative of the media itself, both manipulative and idealistic.  In Christof’s first method of argument, he attacks Truman with the most violent artificial storm he can make in the hope that Truman would have to return.  This is a negatively reinforcing argument.  He assumes that Truman is neither capable enough nor daring enough to surpass mere physical torture.  Yet, we know Truman has those properties of human nature that can take him as far as he wished to go: the will to explore, the initiative to think, and the capability to choose.  Truman never falters, despite his great fear of water and the sea.  Truman sails his way all the way to the edge of the sea, where beautiful scenery stands before him.  The white edge of the dome that covers the world of Seahaven stands erect against the slowly moving waves of the blue sea.  Truman walks up the stairs leading to the exit, ready to climb in to the real world.


Christof then applies his second method of argument.  Instead of physically challenging his star, Christof now reassures Truman that safety, comfort, and well-being lie within the world of Seahaven.  This is a positively reinforcing argument.  Christof assumes that the world of reality leaves too much to chance, that by its chaotic nature, bad things will happen to good people.  On the other hand, Seahaven, as a media apparatus, manipulates chance, leaving no room for either error or spontaneity.  Truman does not buy into this argument.  He knows that life will have no meaning for him in a TV show utopia because he has already experienced this mode of living.  The audience remembers, Truman remembers, and even you the reader remember that life within a twenty-four hour TV show must be questioned.  Individual human beings can grasp no meaning in a packaged, idealized, corporate environment. In a life on TV, there is no individualism.  This leaves us with a Truman Burbank who turns against an artificial society in search of a freer, more personal world.


“From the net work that never sleeps: broadcasting live and unedited twenty-four hours a day... with Truman Burbank as himself, taped in the world’s largest studio, one of only two man-made structures visible from space... comes the longest running documentary soap opera in history, now in its thirtieth great year; The Truman Show” (Weir)!  Media frenzy is everywhere.   Truman Show the film gives a radical presentation of this frenzy in “Truman Show” the TV show, and warns us against its possibility and implication.  The individual, it says, is lost in this utopian society.  In such a society, he can only escape.
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