Preface

Communications is in the midst of a revolution. It is one of those
revolutions where you know something important is happening even
though you cannot tell exactly what it is. Hardly a day goes by without
the appearance of a news item touching on some aspect of the subject.
It may be about some new technical development, or about a merger or
acquisition, or, perhaps, a court decision or some activity on Capitol
Hill. Some of the items have national politics as their source—terms
such as information superbighway and National Information Infra-
structure figured prominently in the Clinton/Gore campaign in 1992
and later in their administration. Many of these items are considered
significant enough to merit a headline in the business section of the
newspaper. Every once in a while, an event makes the front page. Some
are even newsworthy enough to be boiled down to sound bites for the
television evening news. However, it is in the nature of journalism that
each item is written independently of all others, and so the story of the
revolution reaches to you in bits and pieces. Thus, while today’s story
may be quite clear in its own right, its relationship to yesterday’s story
is anything but.

Of course, most of us do not need the press to tell us that something
revolutionary is happening. We can sense it from the way in which our
own businesses and professions have become increasingly dependent
on computers and communications. Yet even with this hands-on expe-
rience, it is hard for anyone, information professional or not, to make
sense out of these disconnected press reports.

As I tried to decipher the significance of the day-by-day events, I
asked myself how a layperson might gain such an understanding. I soon
came to the not unreasonable conclusion that to understand where we
are and where we are going, it is necessary to understand where we have
been. Or, to use the transportation metaphor that appears so often in
the press, the information superhighway can only be understood by
traversing the byways and highways that have led up to it.

While there are obviously many differences between the communi-
cations world of today and that of the last century, there are trends that
began in the days of Samuel F. B. Morse that are still current. The
dominant trend has been the steady stream of inventions and technol-






