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John Naughton (2012) What you really need to know about the Internet, from Gutenberg to Zuckerberg, London, Quercus


‘We depend on technology, which we do not understand.’


Steve Griffiths, Assistant Dean , Swansea Business School


Many people will rate John Naughton, Professor of the Public Understanding of Technology, at the Open University and regular technology reporter on The Observer. He writes in a simple way on complex topics. He is always thoughtful, provocative and illuminating. His book on the internet has been long awaited and does not disappoint. 


I like his list of key factors for analysis which can be adapted to many discussions on Internet applications. Whether you are a specialist or someone who believed Tim Berners-Lee organised the Olympic opening ceremony, you will learn something from this deceptively accessible book.


It is good to hear a writer saying “we don’t really know what is going to happen”. However as an essential tool which is changing our culture and very lifestyles, he urges that we get informed to have some control over the code that will otherwise dictate to us.

Naughton’s 9 Key ideas:

1. Take the Long View
Perhaps we can learn from the experience of introducing other radical technologies, but we have the benefit of hind sight for this sort of analysis. It is difficult to predict what the future of the web and net will be despite any parallels we draw. However we should not be censorious of some early negative features and lose the long term benefits of the technology.

2. The Web isn’t the Net
The Internet is the tracks, the web is huge and important, but it’s just one of the many things that run on the Internet. The Net is bigger and more important. There is often confusion in these concepts evidenced by writers.

3. Disruption is a feature, not a bug.
The Net has no central ownership and no optimisation for any particular application. It takes in data packets and delivers them. Shocks to the system must be expected and planned for. These can be negative, but also a creative feature.

4. Think ecology, not economics.
Economics the science of scarcity, the web has abundance...dinosaurs coexist with new life forms. There is a need to filter the mass of data.

5. Complexity is the new reality.
The pace of change and the density of exchange, make for difficulty in understanding and predicting. Traditional control mechanisms to simplify diversity will not cope. We need to experiment.

6. The Network is now the Computer.
Who cares about what device gets you on the net? ”Cloud computing” implications for security, privacy, data storage, access, IP and many other things. We are Net dependent, but have no agreed protocols or fail safes.

7. The web is changing.
“Semantic web” software will judge web pages as relevant to make judgements. It is no longer just a publication medium.

8. Huxley and Orwell are the bookends of our future.
Neil Postman’s analogy, before the web....Aldous Huxley, who thought we would be destroyed by the things we love....George Orwell, thought we will be destroyed by the things we fear.  Therefore a Huxleyan view....net as an intoxicating drug. “Is Google making us stupid?” The Orwellian view...net is perfect surveillance.......a tool for totalitarian governments.

9. Our intellectual property regime is no longer fit for purpose.
Analogue copying was difficult and degenerative, whereas digital copying is perfect. Current IP systems are out of sync. Millions of us have become publishers. How will this be managed?
Naughton does supply answers or at least many proposed by respected authors. These are too detailed for this review. He voices the need for flexibility and a critical, but creative response to the new environment that we face.

A must read for all.

To quote this book review:

Griffiths, S.L. (2013) We depend on technology which we do not understand, South Wales Business Review, Vol 4, No 2, January


Review from the publisher’s site:

Our society has gone through a weird, unremarked transition: we've gone from regarding the Net as something exotic to something that we take for granted as a utilitarian necessity, like mains electricity or running water. In the process we've been remarkably incurious about its meaning, significance or cultural implications. Most people have no idea how the network works, nor any conception of its architecture; and few can explain why it has been - and continues to be - so uniquely disruptive in social, economic and cultural contexts. In other words, our society has become dependent on a utility that it doesn't really understand. John Naughton has distilled the noisy chatter surrounding the internet's relentless evolution into nine clear-sighted and accessible areas of understanding. In doing so he affords everyone the requisite knowledge to make better use of the technologies and networks around us, and see lucidly into their future implications. Along the way FROM GUTENBERG TO ZUCKERBERG covers areas as diverse as the science of complexity, the economics of abundance, the appeal of disruption and the problematic nature of intellectual property. FROM GUTENBERG TO ZUCKERBERG gives you all the basic, conceptual equipment you need to understand the Internet phenomenon.
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