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Embedded in the global 

in fanning process ofthie 

event, and combined with 

the technologies available 

to saturate the world with 

this information, some 

significant issues and 

questions emerge.

A nd yo u  thought you  w e re  abou t to 
have  a C lin ton-Lew insky- free  day ! 
The sp ec ifics  aside , the ep iso d e  is 

one of the most s ign ifican t g lobal in fo rm a
tion events this cen tury, and one that all in 
form ation professionals should thoughtfu lly  
consider. I w as fortunate to be in W a s h in g 
ton D C  at the tim e o f the release of the Starr 
Report. The mass g lobal d istribution  of the 
report w as ex traord inary to observe in terms 
of its speed, its extent, and the issues it 
raised. Indeed, I w as actually  part of that g lo 
bal distribution, being a 'W ash in g to n  co rre 
spondent' and p ro v id in g  com m en t for a 
p u b lic  rad io  n e tw o rk  in A ustra lia  as the 
w eek  progressed.

The re lease  of the Report to Congress 
co in c id ed  w ith  its re lease  on the internet, 
and w ith in  hours, the C N N  w eb  site w as re
porting that it w as logging 400 000 hits per 
m inute —  that's a staggering 24 m illion  peo 
ple per hour accessing  the inform ation . The 
event brought on the creation of hundreds of 
e le c tro n ic  forum s for p eop le  around  the 
w o rld  to share the ir v iew s , and sp aw n ed  
num erous pubic surveys. It w as a m ajor test 
of the internet as a tool for instant and mass 
d issem ination of inform ation and as a forum  
for pub lic  com m ent.

The cap ac ity  of inform ation  p roviders to 
respond q u ick ly  to the jam  this created  w as 
eq u a lly  staggering. It dom inated  rad io  and 
television coverage, w ith  non-stop coverage, 
ove r several days. The m ultip le-m edia c o v 
erage explored eve ry  ang le and every  reac 
tion, from every  age group. O n  one in terna 
tional new s coverage  I w atched , there w e re  
even  subtitles sh o w ing  excerpts from  d ia 
logue going on in internet chat-rooms. And  
in the supposed an o n ym ity  and p r iv a cy  of 
chat-rooms, som e character personifications 
w e re  at least c rea t ive , if not b latant. N o t 
even 24 hours later, the W a s h in g to n  P os t, a 
leading national da ily  paper, provided a full- 
text uncensored co p y  of the report to every  
person —  adult and ch ild  —  w h o  w ished  to 
purchase it. W ith in  tw o  days of the release, 
W ash in g to n  D C  bookshops had three soft- 
cover full-text versions of the report for sale, 
and at U S$9 .99  per copy, the p redom inant 
com m ent w as that cheap  pornography w as 
a ccess ib le  to a ll. W ith in  several days, the 
W a s h in g to n  P os t had a two-page spread pre
senting the v iew p o in ts  of ch ild ren  and ad o 
lescents, w h o  —  g iven the m ultip le m ethods 
of mass d issem ination  —  had no d iff icu lty  
w h a tsoeve r accessing  the in fo rm ation , d e 

spite the use of te ch n ica l internet filters in 
m any schools. Eq ua lly  vocife rous w ere  par
ents, w h o  in the ir efforts to bring up their 
ch ild ren  as 'good c itizens' through en co u r
aging them  to w atch  news reports, w ere  hav
ing to deal w ith  the ir o w n  em barrassm ent 
w h en  they w ere  asked to exp lain  aspects of 
the new s coverage , such as 'M um m y, w hat 
is oral sex?'

Em bedded  in the global inform ing p roc
ess of this even t, and co m b in ed  w ith  the 
techno log ies a va ilab le  to saturate the w orld  
w ith  this information, some significant issues 
and questions em erge. It is not just the pre
d ic tab le  questions about the mass a va ila b il
ity of and ease of access to pornography, but 
the so-called  justifica tion  at a governm en t 
leve l for the delibera te  mass d istribution  to 
all —  so q u ick ly  —  w ithou t w h a t appeared 
to be an in-depth consideration  of the social 
ram ifications of doing so. The introduction to 
the W a s h in g to n  P o s t's  full-text had a startling 
in trod uction  'W e  recogn ise  that the in d e 
pendent counse l's  report conta ins extensive 
sexua lly-exp lic it m ateria l that n o rm a lly  
w ou ld  be unacceptab le for publication in the 
P os t. E fow ever, w e  have dec ided  not to edit 
the text of the report because of the un ique 
c ircu m stan ces  of its re le a s e ... ' (pA 27 , 12 
Sep tem ber). Th is is a p rob lem  for g o ve rn 
ments in future legislation of pornography, as 
is the cap ita lis in g  on w h a t m ight be any 
'u n iq u e  e ven t' to m ake such in fo rm ation  
ava ilab le .

And there are other concerns: the issue of 
p rivacy of information versus the public  right 
to kn o w ; p ro v id e r su rve illan ce  and use of 
chat-room conversations for other purposes; 
the question of socia l responsib ility and role 
o f providers; the role of the m ed ia  in m ed i
ating the v iew p o in ts  of soc ie ty ; and the c a 
pacity  of people to com prehend, analyse and 
synthesize inform ation in c le a r ly  w hat peo 
ple ind icated  w as an 'in fo rm ation-overload ' 
ep isode, and h ow  in form ation  ag en c ies  as 
p roviders m ight address this. In ad d ition , 
concerns have been raised about h o w  pro 
viders, in structuring inform ation to facilitate 
access, have contro lled  and m anipu lated  the 
d eve lo p m en t of in fo rm ed o p in io n . T ake  a 
look at the d ifferen t access structures of 
w ebs ites set up to help  p eo p le  m ake the ir 
w a y  through the report, and con s id e r h o w  
these m ight im pact on the d eve lo p m en t of 
v iew p o in t. The even t is an im portant o p po r
tun ity  for the profession  as a w h o le  to ad 
dress som e of these d ifficu lt questions. ■
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