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"Democracy," according to political scientists, usually describes a form of government by
the people, either directly or through their elected representatives. But I prefer to describe a
democratic society as one which is governed by a spirit of equality and dominated by the desire
to equalize, to give everything to everybody. My first and overshadowing proposition is that
our problems arise not so much from our failures as from our successes. The use of technology
to democratize our daily life has given a quite new shape to our hopes. Let me explore some of
the consequences of democracy, not for government but for experience. What are the
consequences for everybody every day of this effort to democratize life in America? And
especially the consequences of our fantastic success in industry and technology and in
invention?

I begin with what I call attenuation, which means the thinning out or the flattening of
experience. We might call this the democratizing of experience. One of the consequences of
our success in technology, of our wealth, of our energy and our imagination, has been the
removal of distinctions, not just between people but between everything and everything else,
between every place and every other place, between every time and every other time. For
example, television removes the distinction between being here and being there. And the same
kind of process, of thinning out, of removing distinctions, has appeared in one area after
another of our lives.

Along with the attenuation of places and time comes the attenuation of occasions and
events. One of the more neglected aspects of modern technology is what I have called the rise
of "repeatable experience." It used to be thought that one of the characteristics of life, one of
the things that distinguished being alive from being dead, was the uniqueness of the individual
moment. Something happened which could never happen again. If you missed it then, you were
out of luck. But the growth of popular photography, which we can trace from about 1888 when
Kodak #1 went on the market, began to allow everybody to make his own experience
repeatable. If you had not seen this baby when he was so cute, you could still see him that way
right now if you were so unlucky as to be in the living room with the parents who wanted to
show you. Kodak #1 was a great achievement and was the beginning of our taking for granted
that there was such a thing as a repeatable experience.

When we watch the Winter Olympics in our living room and see the ski jumper in the
seventy-meter jump who makes a mistake or who performs very well, we can see the same
performance just a minute later with all the failures and successes pointed out. Is instant replay
the last stage in the technology of repeatable experience?



Another aspect of this attenuation of events is what I have called the "neutralization of
risks," a result of the rise of insurance. For insurance, too, is a way of reducing the difference
between the future and the present. You reduce risks by assuring yourself that if your house
burns down, at least you will have the money so you can rebuild it. In this sense, insurance, and
especially casualty insurance, provides a way of thinning out the difference between present
and future, removing the suspense and the risk of experience.

Is there a law of democratic impoverishment? Is it possible that while democratizing
enriches experience, democracy dilutes experience?

Example: photography. Before the invention of photography, it was a remarkable
experience to see an exact likeness of the Sphinx or of Notre Dame or of some exotic animal or
to see a portrait of an ancestor. Then, as photography was publicized in the 1880's and
thoroughly popularized in this century, it opened up a fantastic new range of experience for
everybody. Suddenly people were able to see things they had never been able to see before.
And then what happened? Everyone had a camera, or two or three cameras; and everywhere he
went he took pictures and when he came home he had to find a victim, somebody to show the
pictures to. And this became more and more difficult.

While photography was being introduced, it was life-enriching and vista-opening; but
once it was achieved, once everybody had a camera, the people were looking in their cameras
instead of looking at the sight they had gone to see. It had an attenuating effect. A picture came
to mean less and less, simply because people saw pictures everywhere. And the experience of
being there also somehow meant less because the main thing people saw everywhere was the
inside of their viewfinders, and their concern over their lens cap and finding the proper
exposure made it hard for them to notice what was going on around them at the moment.

Another example is, of course, the phonograph. Has the phonograph--in its universal
late-twentieth-century uses--necessarily made people more appreciative of music? In the 1920's
when | was raised in Tulsa, Oklahoma, I had never heard an opera, nor had I really heard any
classical music properly performed by an orchestra. But in our living room we had a wind-up
Victrola, and I heard Galli-Curci singing arias from Rigoletto, and I heard Caruso, and I heard
some symphonies, and it was fantastic. And then hi-fi came and everybody had a phonograph, a
hi-fi machine or a little transistor radio which you could carry with you and hear music any
time.

Today when I walk into the elevator in an office building, it is not impossible that I will
hear Beethoven or Verdi. Sitting in the airplane I hear Mozart coming out of the public-address
system. Wherever we go we hear music whether we want to hear it or not, whether we are in
the mood for it or not. It becomes an everywhere, all-the-time thing. The experience is
attenuated.

ESSAY TOPIC: How convincing do you find Boorstin's argument that American technology
has "attenuated" experience? Draw on your reading, personal experience, or observation of
others in developing your essay.



