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Is Google Making Us Stupid? 
It's not easy to map the shape of the changes that technology brings to our minds in 

real-time. We often start from our own experience of using something -- a car, a phone, a 

computer -- and spiral outward talking to friends, looking for evidence. Nicholas Carr took 

exactly this path in charting how he thought the Internet was changing the way we read. 

"Over the past few years I've had an uncomfortable sense that someone, or something, has 

been tinkering with my brain, remapping the neural circuitry, reprogramming the memory. 

My mind isn't going--so far as I can tell--but it's changing," Carr wrote. "I'm not thinking the 

way I used to think. I can feel it most strongly when I'm reading. Immersing myself in a book 

or a lengthy article used to be easy. My mind would get caught up in the narrative or the 

turns of the argument, and I'd spend hours strolling through long stretches of prose. That's 

rarely the case anymore." 

Noticing his own inability to dig deeply in long articles, he began to wonder what was 

happening. The article that resulted still receives something like 1,000 visitors a day. Carr's 

argument style, branching out from anecdote to evidence, has bothered some, but clearly 

his experience mirrored that of many readers over the last decade. 

Carr has drawn some prominent critiques from the likes of Stephen Pinker, who argues that 

we "shouldn't bemoan technology but... develop strategies of self-control, as we do with 

every other temptation in life." 
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You can draw your own conclusions about the importance of the hyperlinked text for your 

brain, but it's worth checking out some new apps that help you control your reading habits 

online over on The Toolkit. (Tech taketh away and tech giveth.) 

First though, check out this excerpt of Carr's wonderfully crafted story: 

Thanks to the ubiquity of text on the Internet, not to mention the popularity of 

text-messaging on cell phones, we may well be reading more today than we did in the 

1970s or 1980s, when television was our medium of choice. But it's a different kind of 

reading, and behind it lies a different kind of thinking--perhaps even a new sense of the 

self. "We are not only what we read," says Maryanne Wolf, a developmental 

psychologist at Tufts University and the author of Proust and the Squid: The Story and 

Science of the Reading Brain. "We are how we read." Wolf worries that the style of 

reading promoted by the Net, a style that puts "efficiency" and "immediacy" above all 

else, may be weakening our capacity for the kind of deep reading that emerged when an 

earlier technology, the printing press, made long and complex works of prose 

commonplace. When we read online, she says, we tend to become "mere decoders of 

information." Our ability to interpret text, to make the rich mental connections that form 

when we read deeply and without distraction, remains largely disengaged. 

Reading, explains Wolf, is not an instinctive skill for human beings. It's not etched into 

our genes the way speech is. We have to teach our minds how to translate the symbolic 

characters we see into the language we understand. And the media or other 

technologies we use in learning and practicing the craft of reading play an important part 

in shaping the neural circuits inside our brains. Experiments demonstrate that readers of 

ideograms, such as the Chinese, develop a mental circuitry for reading that is very 

different from the circuitry found in those of us whose written language employs an 

alphabet. The variations extend across many regions of the brain, including those that 

govern such essential cognitive functions as memory and the interpretation of visual and 
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auditory stimuli. We can expect as well that the circuits woven by our use of the Net will 

be different from those woven by our reading of books and other printed works. 

Sometime in 1882, Friedrich Nietzsche bought a typewriter--a Malling-Hansen Writing 

Ball, to be precise. His vision was failing, and keeping his eyes focused on a page had 

become exhausting and painful, often bringing on crushing headaches. He had been 

forced to curtail his writing, and he feared that he would soon have to give it up. The 

typewriter rescued him, at least for a time. Once he had mastered touch-typing, he was 

able to write with his eyes closed, using only the tips of his fingers. Words could once 

again flow from his mind to the page. 

But the machine had a subtler effect on his work. One of Nietzsche's friends, a 

composer, noticed a change in the style of his writing. His already terse prose had 

become even tighter, more telegraphic. "Perhaps you will through this instrument even 

take to a new idiom," the friend wrote in a letter, noting that, in his own work, his 

"'thoughts' in music and language often depend on the quality of pen and paper." 
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