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This Is Not Your Grandma’s
Information Society

Half a century ago, as a very small child with
a full head of hair, I spent my summers in the
tiny hamlet of Wadestown, West Virginia, in the
care of my three great aunts. For all intents and
purposes, my three great aunts were Wades-
town, West Virginia. In their heydays, Blanche
ran the general store and was the town’s ap-
pointed postmistress. Bertha ran the telephone
exchange, and subscribers had to ring up Bertha
to be connected to anyone else. Cecil taught in,
and later administered, the elementary school.
Between the three of them, they knew every-
thing about everybody. But I doubt whether
the town's other residents, or the surrounding
farming and coal mining families, thought
twice about the knowledge and power the three
Cowell sisters held. Wadestonians didn't express
concerns about “invasions of privacy” or “con-
fidentiality” Perhaps this is because all that
knowledge and power was concentrated in the

community. Everyone knew the Cowell sisters
and interacted with one or another of them on
a daily basis. Certainly every Sunday morning
the Cowell sisters could be counted upon to
appear in the little Baptist church where my
grandfather occasionally preached. In this en-
vironment, the “arms” in “arm’s-length transac-
tions” were very short and social intercourse
was face-to-face. Discretion and a sense of re-
sponsibility about personal information were
deeply ingrained. Personal information was
known and shared in the course of daily life,
but always remained in the context of knowing
the person as well as the personal information.
Breaches of information etiquette, and the
resulting family and community strife, were
the stuff of Tennessee Williams dramas and
Truman Capote short stories, neither of which
played well in Wadestown, West Virginia.
Today’s information society is quite differ-
ent. The general store, post office, telephone
exchange, and schoolhouse are now on the
Internet—that virtual world made famous in
the New Yorker cartoon as the place where “no
one knows youTe a dog.” (Peter Steiner, The
New Yorker, July 5,1993.) Personal information
is harvested by digital combines, stored in data
silos, and traded as an online commodity. No
one really knows to whom they are giving their



