Network

We are delighted to include the following article on the subject of the Internet from Professor
David Crystal, who visited Poland in May 1998 to give a series of lectures as part of the British
Council’s 60th anniversary celebration programme. This paper is an edited version of a lecture
originally delivered to the Arts Council in Wales (November 1 996). We hope you will agree it has
a wide relevance to teacher education.

To surf or not to surf:
that is the question

DAVID CRYSTAL

Last month I was in Vienna, attending a symposium celebrating 50 years of the British Council’s
presence in Austria. The British Council office there is probably the most famous in the world, at
least in cinematic form, for it was in its lecture room that Holly Martins, in The Third Man, gave
his famously inept lecture, and got himself into trouble as he continued his search for Harry Lime.
The lectures last month were, by contrast, highly competent, and the nearest I got to Harry Lime
was on the Third Man tour, which actually takes film buffs to the locations still standing (includ-
ing a visit to the sewers). The lecturers were members of the International Association of Teachers
of English as a Foreign Language (IATEFL), and they dealt with a wide range of themes; but by
far the most popular discussion point, both inside and outside the lecture room, was the role of the
Internet, and how it would affect the teaching profession. The mood was positive. Indeed, in the
Association’s August newsletter, there is an article on why teachers should welcome the Internet
with open arms, and the editor highlights as a heading the view of the writer Anthea Tillyer: ‘No-
one who surfs the Internet will come away unawed, bored, or claiming that it was not worth the
effort’.

Let us cut now to the International Herald Tribune, which in September 1996 ran a short piece by
another writer (Andrew Glass) on the same topic. Here the mood is very different, and the head-
line reads: ‘Please, Will Somebody Make the Internet Work?’. This is what Glass has to say:
“Scarcely a day goes by without my having to fight through unexplainable glitches, software
mismatches, and crippling stoppages’, and he concludes, ‘More and more we find the Internet
slowing to a crawl or just plain giving out on us. That’s because too much data is being pumped
into too-narrow pipelines. Today’s clogged arteries ... are a sure sign that drastic steps are needed
to prevent a cataclysmic Internet collapse’. And there are other mournful voices. Paul Vallely, in
The Tablet (2 March 1996) heads his article ‘To the Devil with the Internet’, and quotes Arthur C.
Clarke, who was the first to dream of telecommunication satellites 50 years ago, as wanting to
unplug himself from the network, because ‘there’s too much information pollution’. Joining the
Net is like “drinking from Niagara Falls. The flow just doesn’t stop’.

These voices are typical: they each represent a body of opinion, one wildly enthusiastic and opti-
mistic, the other sober and pessimistic. Who should we believe? And, faced with the option to
travel along the superhighway, should we go boldly, reluctantly, or not at all? To surf, or not to
surf? That is the favourite metaphor of the moment — though if Andrew Glass is correct, ‘to snail’
would be a more appropriate one. This is indeed the question for all of us. Is the expenditure of
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‘time and effort (in learning the new technology) and money (in purchasing the necessary equip-
ment, maintaining it, and developing our use of it) worthwhile? Would it not be better, perhaps, to
‘bear those ills we have / Than fly to others that we know not of?’

First of all, let us be clear about the nature of the enterprise — which is truly one of ‘great pith and
moment’. We are, after all, talking about a potential technological revolution of unprecedented
scope, the aim of which is to enable people all over the world to communicate with each other in
seconds, and to have direct and immediate access to all conceivable kinds of information — aims
which have been dramatically identified by the metaphors of the ‘electronic global village” and
the ‘information superhighway’. But it did not start out this way. The origins of the Internet were
local and (relatively) modest: they are to be found in the USA in the late 1960s, when a system
called ARPANET, the Advanced Research Projects Agency Network, was devised as a decentral-
ized national network. Its aim was to link important American academic and government institu-
tions in a way which would survive local damage in the event of a Third World War. It thus had
very limited aims and scope: it was an inward-looking defence capability. No-one thought of it at
the time in terms of overseas use, and its potential for other purposes was unrecognized. But in the
1980s the service was opened up to private and commercial organizations, and it is since then, and
especially in the past five years, that the notion has become a popular reality. It has been doubling
in size every twelve months, and today probably has about 50 million users.

When we talk of ‘popular reality’, in this context, we need to bear in mind what kind of reality this
is. We are not talking about a physical existence, a central body located somewhere in the world
with ‘Internet’ over its front door. The Internet — or ‘Net’ for short — is no more and no less than a
vast group of interconnected computers. It has no central point, or hierarchy. And if you want to
be part of this network, in touch with all these computers, then you need only to make a connec-
tion via an Internet Service Provider (ISP). There are over 100 ISP’s in the UK alone. They are, in
effect wholesalers, offering you a tiny piece of their huge network of connections; but they are the
only way in which you can get access to the Internet, so service provision is a highly competitive
business. Once you have selected your service provider, and paid your dues, you receive a soft-
ware communications package, which you load into your computer, and an electronic address,
which is a location within your service provider’s computer. You are then part of the Internet
yourself. To get in touch with any other Internet computer, all you need to do is dial the number of
your service provider, and choose which Internet service you want. You are then ‘on-line’.

The notion of ‘service’, in the singular, is somewhat misleading. In fact, there are three types of
service available.

* The one most people are familiar with is electronic-mail (e-mail), which allows you to send
a private message to anyone in the world who also has an e-mail address. Delivery is virtually
immediate, like a fax: but, unlike a fax, you can send the same message simultaneously to any
number of people by simply asking for a copy to be sent to their address.

* Second, there is the newsgroup system, which allows large numbers of people to communicate
with each other in real time. There are now over 20,000 discussion groups or chat rooms on the
Internet dealing with every conceivable topic, from politics to pornography (to take just two which
regularly hit the headlines), and in over 100 languages — though some 80% of Internet communi-
cation is currently in English. When you join a newsgroup, you access a central computer (called
a server) where you can read what everyone else has been saying, and to which you send your own
contributions. This is the area which has received a great deal of attention recently, with people
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debating whether the total freedom of expression on the Internet ought not to be constrained
through some degree of censorship. Internet law (dealing with such matters as libel, copyright and
obscenity) is a rapidly developing specialism.

* Third, there is the World Wide Web, the combined information resources of all the computer
locations (sites) which have made their data available — and this will be the focus of this paper.
Devised in 1991, Web sites range from the huge (such as the Library of Congress catalogue, or the
Encyclopedia Britannica) to the minute (such as the single page which any of us might put on the
Internet to tell the rest of the world about what we do). Note the phrasing: the electronic world
evidently cannot do without the terminology of the book. A Web ‘page’ is rather like the page of
a magazine, in fact. It can contain text and graphics, but unlike a magazine page it can (with
appropriate software) use sound, animation, and small video clips. The data on a Web page might
be educational (e.g. an encyclopedia), commercial (e.g. an advertisement for a product or charity),
general reference (e.g. newspapers), or entertainment (e.g. a computer game). It may be a large
organization, such as the British Council, or a small one, such as the arts organization with which
I myself am connected, the Ucheldre Centre in Holyhead. Each has its (sometimes lengthy) elec-
tronic address. The good news is that, once you have typed an address into your electronic address
book, it takes only a single keystroke to activate it. Familiarity breeds content.

No-one knows just how large the Web is. There is no single catalogue of everything. If you know
the Web address of a particular information source, then you can go to it directly. If you do not,
then you have no alternative but to ‘browse’, using one of the companies which have devised
ways of searching through the mass of material, such as Netscape Navigator or Microsoft Explor-
er. For example, I recently wanted to find out what was on the Net on orchestras. I called up
Netscape, and chose one of the ‘search engines’ (Lycos), typed in the word orchestra, and within
a few seconds the system had scanned over 68 million documents and found 12,324 documents
which made use of the term.

This example immediately illustrates the strengths and weaknesses of the Web. Let us deal with
the weaknesses first. To browse through 12,000 documents sounds like a strength, but I doubt
whether anyone has that kind of time. This is the information overload which Arthur C. Clarke
was talking about. It is almost like entering the section of a well-stocked library which has shelf
after shelf on orchestras, with the difference that I cannot see all the books at once, the titles of the
documents are often much less clear than book titles, and I must call up each item separately from
its electronic source (I cannot take three items ‘off the shelf” simultaneously). Calling up an item
currently takes a lot of time, for the speed of transmission is relatively slow, and the time it takes
to ‘download” a document depends on what it contains. If it contains a lot of fancy graphics,
colour illustrations, and so on, it will take much longer than if it has only text. The technology of
rapid transmission is available in theory. Bill Gates, the head of Microsoft and acknowledged
digerati guru, has referred to fibre optic technology which would allow, for example, the whole of
the Encyclopedia Britannica to be sent from A to B in less than one second. But in practice, most
of us have to deal with relatively slow modems and telephone lines.

Another weakness is that the information you find on the Web, although impressive in its range, is
by no means systematic or comprehensive. Putting it in a nutshell: whether you find information
about a particular orchestra depends entirely on whether there is someone in the orchestra’s ad-
ministration who has bothered to set up a home page for that orchestra. There are some orchestras
in the world who obviously have a computer buff in their ranks. Thus I was able to find out every
member of the BBC Symphony Orchestra; [ saw a picture of the whole Cleveland Orchestra; and
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