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Langdon Winner, “Who will we be in cyberspace?” (1996).

 In this article from 1996 (before Google, before YouTube, before Facebook), 
philosopher of technology Langdon Winner argues that in terms of online information 
systems, “To invent a new technology requires that [...] society also invents the kinds of 
people who will use it [...]” (p. 46).  He goes on to say that “If we limit our attention to 
powerful technical applications, their uses and market prospects, we tend to ignore what 
may be the single most consequential feature of technological change, the shaping of the 
conditions that affect people’s sense of who they are and why they live together.” (p. 46)  
In other words, Winner wants us to think about how online technology might affect us 
over the long term, and in unexpected ways, as both individuals and a society.
 The effects that concern Winner the most seem to be political ones.  Winner 
introduces the term “mythinformation” to point out the danger of holding the simplistic, 
utopian view that “the spread of information machines is somehow inherently 
democratic and that no one needs to lift a finger to achieve democratization and create a 
good society.” (p. 47)  In particular, Winner is worried that flashy consumer gadgets 
marketed to us to fill our needs as individuals mask profound social or collective 
consequences.  This is a pattern he sees throughout the early 20th century, where “The 
modern world was to be a place in which personal desires would be fulfilled through the 
consumption of industrially produced commodities,” but “Missing from the picture was 
any attention to collective goods and collective problems.” (p. 50)  
 In the end, Winner wants us to avoid sleepwalking through periods of 
technological change — what he calls “technological somnambulism” (p. 53) — and 
instead make active choices about what technologies we use, and how we use them.  This 
is a special responsibility for those in the information industries, working as creatives or 
engineers to build these new systems and insert them into workplaces, schools, and 
homes: “Persons whose professional work gives them insight into the choices that 
matter must be diligent in expressing their knowledge and judgements to a broad 
public.” (p. 53)
 I think Winner’s argument is a persuasive one, and I like the way he uses a broad 
historical set of examples from the early 20th century to make his point about looming 
21st century technological change.  I wish he would say more about why “market forces” 
are not enough, by themselves, to indicate what kinds of technologies would be best for 
us to choose as a society of consumers.  Is it because advertising is deceptive and the 
long-term consequences of technologies are hidden from us by the producers?  Or is it 
because market behavior is by definition often short-term response to individual 
immediate needs and the ready availability of cash, rather than a question of careful, 
reasonable, long-term investment?  Or perhaps he is concerned that the gadgets which 
allow us to work and play and consume in cyberspace become too easily wrapped up in a 
consumerist culture where we vie for status and appeal with our peers by owning the 
latest iPhone, Xbox, or Kindle.  In other words, is Winner really concerned about 
technology in general, about information technology in particular, or about the basic 
limitations of capitalism?
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