[1: sPLASH PAGE]

THE BLACKOUT HISTORY PROJECT IS A LITTLE DIFFERENT FROM THE
OTHER FOUR ORIGINAL SLOAN-FUNDED GRANTS WITHIN SCIENCE AND
TecHNoLoGY IN THE MakING (STIM). IT LEANS MORE TOWARD SOCIAL HISTORY
THAN TOWARD THE HISTORY OF TECHNOLOGY, AND ITS EXPLORATION OF THE
LATTER CENTERS AROUND TWO DRAMATIC TECHNOLOGICAL FAILURES: THE
GREAT NORTHEAST BrLackouT oF 1965 AND THE EQUALLY INFAMOuUS NEW
York BrLackouT oF 1977. YOU MIGHT SUSPECT THAT STUDYING
TECHNOLOGICAL FAILURE IS NOT THE BEST WAY TO START A WEB-BASED
RESEARCH PILOT. QUITE THE CONTRARY. THE WEB IS TEEMING WITH PEOPLE
OBSESSED WITH TECHNOLOGICAL FAILURE-WITNESS THE MOUNTING Y2K MANIA.
AND THE HISTORY OF THIS PARTICULAR PAIR OF FAILURES HAS A SPECIAL PLACE
IN THE PUBLIC MEMORY OF NEW YORK. FROM MY FEW YEARS LIVING IN NEW
YOoRK CITY AFTER COLLEGE, | HAD NOTICED THAT NEW YORKERS LOVED TELLING
STORIES ABOUT THEMSELVES. (WHO DOESN’'T?) AND THIS WAS A STORY NEARLY
EVERYONE HAD TOLD, IN ONE FORM OR ANOTHER, SINCE THE DARK DAYS OF THE
1970S. (SPIKE LEE’'S RECENT MOVIE, “SUMMER OF SAM,” IS A WELL-PUBLICIZED
EXAMPLE OF THIS PHENOMENON.) SO, THE PROPITIOUS COMBINATION OF TOPIC
AND MEDIUM GAVE THE PROJECT AN APPEAL THAT PROMISED TO MITIGATE THE

MANY OBSTACLES THAT FACE THE SOCIAL HISTORIAN OF THE RECENT PAST.



TO ATTRACT ATTENTION, AND THUS RESPONDENTS, IT HELPS TO HAVE A

LITTLE DRAMA. IN THE CASE OF THE BLACKOUTS, THE DRAMA WAS SUGGESTED

BY THE VERY OPPOSITION BETWEEN THE Two EVENTS. [2: GREAT NORTHEAST

FAULTY RELAY THAT TRIGGERED A CASCADING SYSTEM COLLAPSE OF
INTERCONNECTED UTILITIES, DARKENING SEVEN NORTHEASTERN STATES AND A
LARGE PART OF ONTARIO IN LESS THAN 13 MINUTES. THE SECOND FAILURE WAS
MORE LOCALIZED IN ITS CAUSES--A SERIES OF UNFORTUNATE LIGHTNING STRIKES
ALONG A NARROW TRANSMISSION CORRIDOR IN WESTCHESTER COUNTY, JusT
NORTH OF NEw York CITY, WHICH SEPARATED CON EDISON FROM THE UPSTATE
GENERATION ON WHICH IT RELIED TO MEET NEARLY HALF ITS DAILY LOAD.

YET IF THE TECHNOLOGICAL CAUSES OF THESE TWO EVENTS WERE
DISTINCT, BOTH HIGHLIGHT OUR SOCIETY'S PROFOUND DEPENDENCE ON
ELECTRICITY AND OTHER COMPLEX, INTERDEPENDENT SYSTEMS. THEY REVEAL,
BY WAY OF CONTRAST, THE SOCIAL ARRANGEMENTS WHICH SUCH UBIQUITOUS
TECHNOLOGIES SUSTAIN. NEW YORKERS WHO LIVED THROUGH THESE EVENTS
SENSE THIS TELLING FACT ALMOST VISCERALLY, REMEMBERING THE BLACKOUTS
AS MOMENTS OF TRUTH THAT MARK THE CITY'S HARROWING DESCENT INTO
CRIMINAL CHAOS. BLACKOUT “SURVIVORS” RECALL IN ALMOST CHORUS-LIKE

FASHION HOW THE 1965 BLACKOUT HAD UNVEILED THE CITY’'S UNDERLYING



CIVILITY AND BASIC GOODNESS, PROMPTING MEN TO DIRECT TRAFFIC, OFFICE
WORKERS TO RESCUE TRAPPED CO-WORKERS FROM DANK ELEVATOR SHAFTS,
AND ALLOWING NEIGHBORS (THAT ENDANGERED SPECIES OF NEwW YORK) TO GET
To kNow EACH OTHER OVER CANDLELIGHT. [3: NEW YORK BLAckouT or 1977]
ALMOST TWELVE YEARS LATER THE MORAL OF THE STORY WAS REVERSED:
WITHIN THE FIRST HOUR OF DARKNESS IN THAT SWELTERING NIGHT DURING THE
“SUMMER OF SAM,” LOOTERS ACTED UNHESITATINGLY TO TEAR DOWN STORE
GRATES, COMMENCING A TWO-DAY SPREE OF MAYHEM AND RIOTING IN THE
POOREST SECTIONS OF THE FIVE BOROUGHS. IN 1965 NEwW Y ORKERS HAD
WORRIED MOMENTARILY ABOUT RUSSIAN SABOTAGE, OR WHISPERED OMINOUS
SPECULATIONS OF UFO ACTIVITY, BUT IN THEIR HOMES AND WITH THEIR
NEIGHBORS THEY CAME TOGETHER. A FEW SHORT YEARS LATER THEIR
NEIGHBORS HAD BECOME THE MENACE, AND ALL IT TOOK WAS “THE FLICK OF A
LIGHT SWITCH" TO SET OFF A CITYWIDE RIOT. [PAUSE]

THE SIGNIFICANCE OF THIS OPPOSITION IS MORE THAN TOPICAL: IT'S THE
“HOOK” ON WHICH | HUNG MY PLANS FOR RECRUITMENT AND POPULAR
ENGAGEMENT OF THE SITE. IT HAD AN ADDED APPEAL. THESE TwO POWER
FAILURES ALSO REPRESENTED MILESTONES IN THE RECENT HISTORY OF THE
ELECTRIC UTILITY INDUSTRY, INTRODUCING AFTER 1965 A STRONG GOVERNMENT

OVERSIGHT OF INTERCONNECTION AND RELIABILITY IN THE FORM OF POWER



POOLS AND COORDINATING COUNCILS, AND ENCOURAGING THE PRACTICE OF
LOAD SHEDDING AFTER THE EVENTS OF 1977 DEMONSTRATED THE PERILS OF
PLACING LEGAL LIABILITIES BEFORE SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITIES. FOR THEIR
HISTORIC SIGNIFICANCE, AND BECAUSE OF THEIR RELEVANCE TO THE RELIABILITY
QUESTIONS RAISED BY DEREGULATION AND THE CATASTROPHIC VISIONS INSPIRED
BY Y2K, THE BLACKOUTS ALSO DREW THE ATTENTION OF MY SECOND STUDY
POPULATION, MANAGERS AND EMPLOYEES IN THE ELECTRIC UTILITY INDUSTRY.
Now | HAD TWO LARGE, INTERESTED AUDIENCES TO DRAW TO MY SITE AND
HOPEFULLY CATCH IN THE HISTORICAL SPIDER'S WEB | WAS BUILDING. TwO
POTENTIAL SOURCES OF HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE SEEMED AT LEAST TWICE AS
GOOD AS ONE; AND THEIR INTERSECTION, MADE POSSIBLE BY THE WEB'S
CAPACITY TO COMBINE BROADCAST PUBLICATION WITH NANO-NICHE TARGETING,
EVOKED THE INTRIGUING PROSPECT OF “MULTIVOCALITY” AND “NON-LINEAR
NARRATIVE.” INSPIRED BY THIS VISION OF HISTORICAL SUBJECTS RAPTUROUSLY
ENFOLDED IN STRANDS OF INTERSECTING DISCOURSE, | DECIDED UPON A MODEL
OF DATABASE-DRIVEN, OBJECT-ORIENTED CONTENT ACCUMULATION THAT WOULD
ALLOW MY RESPONDENTS TO “MAKE” THEIR OWN HISTORY RECURSIVELY, BY
PRECISELY LINKING THEIR MEMORIES AND DONATED MATERIALS TO OTHER PARTS
OF THE SITE. THIS, | THOUGHT, WAS BASICALLY HOW PUBLIC MEMORY WORKED,

AND NOW WE COULD USE THE WEB TO BOTH MODEL AND FACILITATE IT. | WAS



ABOUT TO GET A POST-MODERN LESSON IN “POWER/KNOWLEDGE” (PUN
INTENDED), AND IT WOULDN'T BE WHAT | EXPECTED.

| DEVISED PARALLEL STRUCTURES FOR THE SITE, ASSUMING THAT DESPITE
THEIR DIFFERENCES IN SUBSTANTIVE INTEREST, THE TwO GROUPS-NEW Y ORK
“SURVIVORS” OF THE BLACKOUTS AND ELECTRIC UTILITY INDUSTRY EMPLOYEES==-
COULD INTERACT WITH THE SITE USING THE SAME MECHANISMS. [4FORUM] THE
DISCUSSION FORUM MIGHT FEATURE VERY DIFFERENT TOPICS (BLACKOUT
EXPERIENCES, ELECTRIC UTILITY PERSPECTIVES, NEw York IN THE 1960S AanD
1970S) BUT EACH WOULD WORK THE SAME, AND | HOPED THERE MIGHT EVEN BE
SOME CROSSOVER (E.G. CoN ED EMPLOYEES wHO WERE OFF-DUTY). TWO ON-
LINE SURVEY INSTRUMENTS, EACH AIMED AT THE RESPECTIVE AUDIENCES, WOULD

FEATURE A NUMBER OF IDENTICAL ATTITUDINAL AND DEMOGRAPHIC QUESTIONS

TO ALLOW FOR CROSS-GROUP COMPARISONS. [5:SABOTAGE SURVEY]
INTERVIEWS WERE LIKEWISE PEPPERED WITH OVERLAPPING QUESTIONS. THIS
BLURRING OF FEeEDBACK BouNDARIES WOULD Be mosT PRONOUNCED (AnD, |
HOPED, PRODUCTIVE) IN THE COMMENTS WHICH ALL VISITORS COULD MAKE ON
ANY PAGE BY CLICKING ON A UBIQUITOUS LIGHTBULB. [6: HIGHLIGHT77, NEVER
AGAIN; CLICK LIGHTBULB] | WASN'T QUITE SO NAIVE AS TO ASSUME THAT MY TWO

STUDY POPULATIONS WOULD BEHAVE IN THE SAME FASHION. (POWER ENGINEERS

ARE TOUGH, BUT NOT NEW YORK TOUGH.) | ExPECTED NEW Y ORKERS WOULD



PROBABLY LEAN TOWARD HIGHLIGHTS LIKE THE TIMELINE [7:TIMELINE], WHILE
ELECTRIC UTILITY INDUSTRY PEOPLE TO GRAVITATE TO CERTAIN SECTIONS, SUCH
AS THE FORUM [>EL§I UTIL FORUM]. BuT THE IDEA WAS TO CREATE A
MULTIFACETED ON-LINE SPACE THAT WOULD BE ALL THINGS TO ALL
RESPONDENTS: A FORUM IN WHICH TO VENT SPECIAL-INTEREST OR JUST
PICAYUNE OBSERVATIONS FOR SOME, A BIG TENT OF THE PAST FOR OTHERS.
FIRST-TIME VISITORS WOULD BE DRAWN INTO THE SITE ACCORDING TO THEIR
CURIOSITY, DIRECTED ACCORDINGLY BY THE HIGHLIGHTS [8:TRANSITION JAVA],
WHICH WOULD ACT AS A SORT OF PORTAL TO THE SITE, AND THE NUGGETS THEY
FOUND THERE WOULD CHANNEL THEM TO SECTIONS ALLOWING THEM TO SATISFY
THEIR PARTICULARISTIC INTERESTS. [9:BLACKOUT BABY]

THIS SEEMED FEASIBLE BECAUSE OF THE METADATA SYSTEM | DEVISED
WITH THE STANFORD TEAM. IT WOULD DO EVERYTHING:.: KEEP CONTRIBUTIONS
DISTINCT, CATEGORIZE THEM FOR SEARCH, YET RECORD ALL INTERACTIONS TO
TRACK OVERLAP AND INTERSECTIONS OF VISITORS' FEEDBACK. MOST
IMPORTANTLY IT WOULD ALLOW NEWLY CONTRIBUTED OBJECTS, SUCH AS A
COMMENT ON AN INTERVIEW, TO INHERIT THE METADATA PROPERTIES OF THE
OBJECT TO WHICH IT REFERRED. | ENVISIONED RETIRED CoON ED sysTem
OPERATORS LEAFING THROUGH THE FPC REPORT ON THE 1965 POWER FAILURE,

OR THE DOE REPORT ON 1977, AND BEING INSPIRED TO CONTRADICT THE



OFFICIAL FINDINGS WITH A DIRECT OBSERVATION FROM THEIR OWN EXPERIENCE.
LIKEwWISE | HOPED NEW YORKERS WOULD HAVE THEIR MEMORIES JOGGED BY
SOMETHING SOMEONE SAID IN AN INTERVIEW, OR BY A PHOTOGRAPH IN LIFE, AND
CONSEQUENTLY INSERT A COMMENT THAT OPENED UP THE MEANING AND
PERSPECTIVE OF OTHERWISE STATIC MATERIALS. BUT WHAT | LEARNED IS THAT
NEITHER BLACKOUT SURVIVORS NOR RETIRED ELECTRIC UTILITY EMPLOYEES ARE
AT HOME ON THE WEB, MUCH LESS WITHIN AN OBJECT-ORIENTED, METADATA-
DRIVEN TIME MACHINE. THEY MAY BE COMFORTABLE, EVEN SOPHISTICATED
USERS OF THE INTERNET, BUT THEY ARE NOT ACCUSTOMED TO RELIVING THEIR
LIVES IN IT THE WAY OTHER MEDIA, SUCH AS FILM, TELEVISION OR RADIO, MIGHT
ALLOW THEM TO. THE WEB LACKS THE AUTHORITY OF A DOCUMENTARY OR A
PUBLISHED BOOK. AT THE SAME TIME, IT CONFRONTS THE POTENTIAL
RESPONDENT WITH THE OMNIPRESENT ANONYMOUS GAZE OF A POTENTIALLY
GLOBAL AUDIENCE, AND THAT PRODUCES A FORM OF STAGEFRIGHT WHICH
DISCOURAGES FRANK OR THOROUGH DISCLOSURE.

THE BLURRED/DUAL AUDIENCE PROVED TO BE A BLESSING AND A CURSE. |
DID HAVE RETIRED CON ED PEOPLE TALKING IN BROADER TERMS ABOUT HE

MEANING OF THE BLACKOUT [10: UELSQ@;%%&MW]

’
#

AND AT LEAST ONE NEW
Y ORKER WAS OBSESSED WITH TECHNOLOGICAL FAILURE TO THE POINT WHERE

THE ARCHIVAL MATERIALS ON THE ELECTRIC UTILITY INDUSTRY INTERESTED HIM. |



THINK THE SITE IS MORE INTERESTING BECAUSE OF THIS DUAL EMPHASIS ON
SOCIAL HISTORY AND TECHNOLOGY. BUT ADDRESSING TwWO AUDIENCES AT THE
SAME TIME, WITHIN THE SAME WEB SITE, WAS EXHAUSTING AND DISTRACTING.
GENERALLY SPEAKING, POWER ENGINEERS AND OTHER MEMBERS OF THE
ELECTRICAL UTILITY INDUSTRY ARE NOT PROVOKED BY THE SAME SORTS OF
MATERIALS THAT PUSH THE BUTTONS oF NEW Y ORKERS.

I'M NOT SURE IT PAID OFF. PERHAPS IT WOULD HAVE BEEN BETTER TO
CREATE TWO TOTALLY SEPARATE WEB PAGES, OR BEGIN WITH ONE GROUP--THE
POWER ENGINEERS IN THE ELECTRIC UTILITY INDUSTRY--AND THEN INVITE THE
GENERAL PUBLIC TO THE SITE AFTER IT HAD MATURED WITH CONTRIBUTIONS FROM
SYSOPS AND LINEMEN.

WHATEVER STRATEGY MIGHT HAVE WORKED BEST, | QUICKLY LEARNED
THAT | COULD NOT BOOTSTRAP PARTICIPATION IN THIS PROJECT FROM SHEER
CONTENT OR TOPICAL APPEAL: MY ARCHIVAL DOCUMENTS, FAR FROM BEING THE
“CONTENT MAGNETS” | HAVE ENVISIONED, WERE A SOURCE OF FRUSTRATION OR
INDIFFERENCE FOR WEB VISITORS. FOR REASONS OF TIME, FUNDING AND
PROJECT EMPHASIS WE FOUND IT WAS BEST TO MAKE SCANNED DOCUMENTS

AVAILABLE AS ADOBE AcroBaT FiLes. [ 1

THIS ONLY ANGERED THOSE RESPONDENTS INTERESTED IN THESE ITEMS, SINCE

(A) A TECHNICAL LIMITATION OF MANY OLDER ACROBAT READERS IS THEY



REQUIRE A FULL DOWNLOAD BEFORE VIEWING WHAT ARE VERY LARGE FILES
(HUNDREDS OF PAGES), AND (B) NoT ALL ITEMS COULD BE SCANNED, AND SEEING
CITATIONS TO UNDIGITIZED MATERIALS ONLY SERVED TO TANTALIZE PEOPLE. A
SIMILAR PROBLEM BESETS THE INTERVIEWS, MANY OF WHICH ARE (OR WILL BE)
avaiLABLE IN REALAUDIO rormaT. [12: ReaL AUDIO FROM INTERVIEWS] WHEN
YOU CAN ACTUALLY HEAR THIS, IT LENDS AN AUTHENTICITY AND TEXTURE TO THE
PROJECT THAT CAN'T BE MATCHED BY TRANSCRIPT. BUT EVEN | HAVE TROUBLE
GETTING MY LAPTOP TO LOAD REAL AUDIO WITHOUT SOME FATAL GLITCH. AS
with THEe PDFS, REALAUDIO was A MORE COST-EFFECTIVE WAY TO PRESENT
THESE PRIMARY SOURCES--EVEN MORE “AUTHENTIC” IN THEIR TRUENESS TO THE
ORIGINAL--BUT THEY DIDN'T MEET THE IRON RULE OF WEB RUBUSTNESS. YOU
SIMPLY HAVE TO GO WITH THE LOWEST COMMON DENOMINATOR IF YOU WANT TO
ENSURE THAT YOUR MATERIALS WILL BE SEEN BY THE WIDEST AUDIENCE, AND TO
ENSURE THAT THEY PERSIST (E.6. HTML 3.2). THE POSITIVE FEEDBACK LOOP
HERE IS A KILLER: INNOVATORS CAN BE TRAPPED IN A SPIRAL OF THEIR OWN
ORIGINALITY AND TECHNOLOGICAL PROWESS IF THE CROWD THEY SEEK TO
ATTRACT DECIDES TO GO THE OTHER WAY.

IN THIS RESPECT MY EARLY AND FUNDAMENTAL EMPHASIS ON USING
METADATA TO “GROW’ THE SITE WAS A PROBLEM. | THINK THE METADATA

SYSTEM WE DEVISED TURNED OUT TO BE A SUCCESS ON THE TECHNICAL MERITS,



AND HAS TREMENDOUS VALUE AS A TOOL FOR FUTURE RESEARCH PROJECTS
TARGETED AT TIGHTLY-KNIT COMMUNITIES OF RESPONDENTS WHOSE SOCIAL
NETWORKS MESH WELL WITH THE INTERNET. HOWEVER, MY SPECIFICATIONS
MADE IT SO COMPLEX THAT I'M STILL TRYING TO IRON OUT FEATURES OF THE ON-
LINE SURVEY, AND THUS HAVE HAD TO RELY ON A QUICKLY-BUILT REPLACEMENT
IN FILEMAKER (USING TANGO) TO PLUG THE GAP. THIS WAS A COSTLY
INVESTMENT THAT DELAYED MY ABILITY TO REACH OUT TO MY TARGET
POPULATION, AND ONE WHICH HELD ABSOLUTELY NO APPEAL TO THEM. [13:
METADATA] WITHIN A LONGER TIME FRAME | THINK THE METADATA SYSTEM
WOULD BE MORE EFFECTIVE, AND | THINK ITS DEVELOPMENT WAS MERITED BY THE
WIDE USE TO WHICH | MAY BE APPLIED. BUT IF | were To po THIS ovER AGAIN, |
WOULD START WITH TECHNOLOGICALLY MORE PRIMITIVE DEVICES, SUCH AS
simpLe CGI-SCRIPTS FOR WEB FORMS AND NEWSGROUPS THAT YOU CAN
DOWNLOAD AND RUN IN AN AFTERNOON, AND STIR UP INITIAL PARTICIPATION, AND
THEN PORT THAT MATERIAL OVER TO A WELL-TESTED DATABASE OF METADATA-
ENCODED OBJECTS.

IN FACT, IT MIGHT HAVE BEEN HELPFUL TO BREAK APART THE VARIOUS
ASPECTS OF OUR PROJECTS AND FUND THEM SEPARATELY: SOME MONEY FOR
DIGITIZATION OR ACCESS TO PRE-DIGITIZED OBJECTS, SOME OTHER MONEY FOR

CATALOGUING, SOME MONEY FOR RECRUITMENT AND INTERVIEWS, SOME MONEY



FOR DATABASE PROGRAMMING, AND THEN SOME MONEY TO LET THE
RESEARCHERS DO WHAT THEY DO BEST; RESEARCH. TO SOME EXTENT THIS WAS
DONE BY HAVING THE STANFORD TEAM HANDLE DIGITAL LIBRARY ISSUES LIKE
METADATA AND PROGRAMMING--AND THEIR INVOLVEMENT IN THIS PROJECT HAS
BEEN A CRITICAL FACTOR IN WHAT ACCOMPLISHMENTS HAVE BEEN POSSIBLE.
BUT DUE TO THE BIG DIFFERENCES IN THE FIVE PROJECTS, WE ALL ENDED UP
SPENDING LOTS OF TIME ON PRODUCTION-RELATED TASKS THAT MIGHT BETTER
HAVE BEEN OUTSOURCED. THIS PROJECT HAS TURNED ME INTO SOMETHING OF A
JACK OF ALL TRADES, SHIFTING HATS AND JUMPING SOMERSAULTS IN A
DESPERATE EFFORT TO GET THE ATTENTION THAT WOULD DRAW FEEDBACK.

IT TURNS ouT THAT | DIDN'T NEED THE EXCITING NEW TECHNOLOGY OF THE
WEB TO GET THAT ATTENTION. IN FACT, SOME TRIED AND TRUE TECHNOLOGIES
WORKED VERY WELL WITHOUT THE AID OF A SINGLE ELECTRON MEDIATING THEIR
INFLUENCE. PERSONAL, FACE-TO-FACE CONTACTS, ACCOMPANIED BY
NETWORKING, YIELDED AN IMPRESSIVE NUMBER OF RESPONDENTS. TRUE,
WORKING THE EMAIL AND THE PHONES AMPLIFIED THAT IMPACT, AND CONTINUES
TO DRAW MORE PEOPLE INTO THE STUDY--BUT NOT WITHOUT MY CONSTANT
INVOLVEMENT TO KEEP THE TOP SPINNING. THE SAME COULD BE SAID OF
ANOTHER “LOW-TECH" APPROACH: | PLACED A PRINT AD IN NEW Y ORK

NEWSDAY AND THE NEwW YORK POST, AND THAT GARNERED A MOMENTUM OF



CONTRIBUTIONS TO THE SITE THAT IS STILL ADDING SURVEYS TO THE DATABASE.

[ 4: NEWSDAY AD] AGAIN, THE SUCCESS OF THIS APPROACH WAS AMPLIFIED BY
OTHER TECHNOLOGIES: A TOLL-FREE NUMBER CONNECTED TO A CAPACIOUS
VOICE MAIL SYSTEM MAKES IT EASY FOR ME IN SOME CASES TO RECORD
REMINISCENCES WITHOUT EVEN DOING AN INTERVIEW, AND LISTING THE URL IN
THE AD cLEARLY ATTRACTED soME PEOPLE TO THE SITE. PRINT AND OTHER
ESTABLISHED MEDIA HAVE ALSO TREATED US WELL WHEN IT COMES TO EDITORIAL
CONTENT: MY ASSISTANT, JOHN SUMMERS, RECENTLY PLACED A VERY EFFECTIVE
PIECE WITH THE HISTORY NEws Service THAT LINKED THE IRE oF THE QGIULIANI
ADMINISTRATION AT CON ED’'S RECENT RELIABILITY PROBLEMS To THE 1977 ANnD
1965 BLackouts. AN AD AND A pPossiBLE ARTICLE IN THE |IEEE Power
ENGINEERING REVIEW SHOULD ALSO DO MUCH TO DRUM UP VISITS TO THE SITE BY
MEMBERS OF THE ELECTRIC uTiLITY INnDUusTRY. [1 5: NYT Forum] (THE JURY's
STILL OUT ON THIS POINT, AS WE ARE STILL IN THE MIDST OF RECRUITMENT, AND
ABOUT TO PUT UP THE SECOND SURVEY FOR POWER ENGINEERS.) |HE LESSON
FOR THE BLACKOUT PROJECT IS CLEAR: NOT ONLY IS PRINT NOT DEAD, IT HAS
TRUMPED THE WEB (SO FAR) IN ITS ABILITY TO GET PEOPLE WHERE THEY LIVE.

THE PROBLEM WITH PRINT IS THAT IT IS LABOR-INTENSIVE WHEN DONE
EFFECTIVELY, AND ITS PERSISTENCE (outSibe oF LIBRARIES) IS EVANESCENT FOR

MOST LAYPEOPLE.



IF CONVENTIONAL RESEARCH TECHNIQUES--ARCHIVAL WORK,
INTERVIEWING, FACT-CHECKING--ARE NOT DRAMATICALLY AND UNAMBIGUOUSLY
IMPROVED BY THE USE OF THE WEB, THE REVERSE IS CLEARLY TRUE. WEB-
CENTERED RESEARCH DOES REQUIRE AN EDUCATION OF STUDY POPULATIONS, AS
WE HAVE HEARD REPEATEDLY THROUGHOUT THIS CONFERENCE. MORE THAN
THAT, IT REQUIRES A HABITUATION AND A CONCEPTUAL ADJUSTMENT THAT
TRANSCENDS THE INSTRUMENTAL REASONS MOST PEOPLE BROWSE THE WEB
TODAY. THIS MEANS BUILDING OUTWARD FROM THE CONTEXTS IN WHICH PEOPLE
ALREADY MAKE SENSE OF THEIR LIVES, AND UNDERSTANDING THAT
TECHNOLOGIES WORK BECAUSE OF THE SOCIAL RELATIONSHIPS THEY FACILITATE.
MORE THAN ONE CALLER TO THE TOLL-FREE NUMBER HADN'T NoTiceD THE URL
IN THE AD THAT SENT THEM TO ME, BUT WHEN NOTIFIED THEY CHOSE TO DO THE
ON-LINE SURVEY RATHER THAN THE TELEPHONE INTERVIEW. (THIS WAS NOT
ALWAYS THE CASE--SOME PREFERRED THE PERSONAL CONNECTION OF THE
INTERVIEW.) EVEN WHEN | WAS ABLE TO LOCATE AN IDEAL DONOR OF HISTORICAL
MATERIALS--AN ELECTRICAL ENGINEERING PROFESSOR AT CORNELL (ROBERT J.
THOMAS) WITH AN ELECTRONIC CASE STUDY OF THE BLACKOUTS--THE FILE HE
SENT BY EMAIL ATTACHMENT AS WE SPOKE OVER THE PHONE TURNED OUT TO BE

WRITTEN IN A VERSION OF HYPERCARD THAT WE NEVER COULD UNTANGLE.



WHEN WE THINK ABOUT IT FOR A MINUTE, IT BECOMES CLEAR THAT NOT
ONLY IS THE WEB A LIMITED MEDIUM IN WHICH TO CONDUCT RESEARCH ON THE
VAST MAJORITY OF LIVING SUBJECTS TODAY, BUT IT IS BARELY CONSIDERED TO
BE A GENUINE MEDIUM BY ITS BEST PRACTITIONERS. IF EVEN THE TECHNOLOGICAL
WIZARDS OF SILICON VALLEY NEED TO MEET FACE TO FACE FOR A DEAL TO BE
REAL, THIS PROFOUND REALITY HAS TO RING HOME AS A FIRST CONSIDERATION.
ACCORDING TO A REPORT BY THE COMMERCE DEPARTMENT IN JULY, LESS THAN
HALF OF WHITE HOUSEHOLDS EVEN OWN A COMPUTER; FOR WHITE FAMILIES
EARNING BETWEEN $15,000 AnD $35,000 A YEAR, THAT PROPORTION DROPS TO
32% FOR BLACK AND MEXICAN FAMILIES THE PROPORTION IS EVEN LOWER:
ROUGHLY 20% OVERALL INTERNET USE FALLS ALONG SIMILAR LINES. WHEN
YOU COMPOUND THE CLASS-BASED REALITIES OF COMPUTER OWNERSHIP WITH
THE EDUCATIONAL FACTORS THAT COMBINE TO DETERMINE COMPUTER LITERACY,
YOU CAN SEE HOW FAR WE HAVE TO GO BEFORE THE WEB IS A RELIABLE
UNIVERSE FROM WHICH TO DRAW STUDY POPULATIONS. THIS SHOULD NOT
PREVENT US FROM BUILDING PROJECTS THAT WILL ENRICH AND IMPROVE THE
FAST-ACCUMULATING INFORMATION CORNUCOPIA OF TOMORROW, BUT IT SHOULD
SHAPE THE PATHS ALONG WHICH WE SEEK TO EVOLVE THIS MEDIUM.

SO, WAS THIS PROJECT WORTH THE INVESTMENT? OR, TO FRAME THE

QUESTION IN A DIFFERENT, EQUALLY IMPORTANT LIGHT: DOES IT RATE A JOURNAL



ARTICLE? YES AND NO. YES, IT WAS WORTH THE INVESTMENT, BUT THE
BLACKOUT PROJECT HAS NOT YET PRODUCED PRIMARY HISTORICAL MATERIALS
THAT WOULD CHANGE THE WAY WE THINK ABOUT THESE EVENTS. THIis EMAIL
MESSAGE I GOT YESTERDAY DEMONSTRATES THE NATURE OF MANY
CONTRIBUTIONS [16: OLD RHYME]: WHAT AT FIRST APPEARS FLIPPANT, ON
SECOND LOOK TURNS OUT TO BE AN INTERESTING LEAD--BUT THE HISTORICAL
VALUE OF THE CONTRIBUTION (EVEN THE IDENTITY OF THE CONTRIBUTOR)
REMAINS AMBIGUOUS. ALTHOUGH WE ARE STILL IN THE PROCESS OF RECRUITING
PEOPLE TO THE STUDY, I SUSPECT THAT EVEN WHEN, IN THE LATE FALL, WE
DIRECT A SECOND SURVEY AND FRESH SECTIONS OF THE SITE TOWARD THE MORE
FOCUSED ELECTRIC UTILITY INDUSTRY PEOPLE, THE CONTRIBUTIONS WILL
CONTINUE TO ELUDE RIGOROUS INSPECTION. IT'S REMAINS TO BE SEEN WHETHER
THE SOCIAL CONTEXT OF WEB-BASED CONTRIBUTION PRODUCES MORE THAN
ANECDOTAL RESPONSES. AND EVEN RECURSIVELY LINKED ANECDOTES DON'T
RATE A JOURNAL ARTICLE.

SO WHY WAS IT WORTH THE INVESTMENT? | WOULD MAKE TWO
ARGUMENTS. FIRST, THE METADATA SYSTEM DEVELOPED WITH THE STANFORD
TEAM IS A TOOL THAT CAN GREATLY ENRICH ON-LINE DATA COLLECTION AND
SCHOLARLY EXCHANGE, EVEN IF IT HAS YET TO YIELD BIG RESULTS IN THIS

PROJECT (ASIDE FROM COMMENT CONTEXT). THE REAL TEST OF THIS TOOL WILL



COME LATER IN THE FALL, WHEN TWO NEW AUDIENCES ARE INVITED TO BECOME
PARTICIPANTS IN THE SITE: SCHOLARS AND WEB DESIGNERS. THEN THE
RECURSIVE QUALITIES OF THE SYSTEM, ITS ABILITY TO CAPTURE THE CONTEXT OF
SUBMISSION AND LATER APPROPRIATION, WILL ENJOY A FULLER APPLICATION.
BUT PERHAPS AS IMPORTANT AS THE TANGIBLE BY-PRODUCT (SOFTWARE CODE
THAT WORK) IS THE PROCESS BY WHICH | HAVE BEGUN TO DISENTANGLE THE
SOCIAL CONTEXTS WHICH MAKE HISTORICAL MEMORY VALUABLE AND OPERATIVE
TO MY AUDIENCES. |[F WE PAY CLOSE ATTENTION TO THE DISSONANCES AND
RESONANCES BETWEEN THE SPACES WE BUILD ON-LINE AND THE ACTUAL PEOPLE
WE BECKON TO VISIT THEM, WE CAN SLOWLY INCULCATE A MORE WIDESPREAD
HABIT AMONG OUR TARGET AUDIENCES OF “MAKING” HISTORY BEFORE IT

EVAPORATES INTO THE ETHER.



