
innovation, never surpassed. “The comput-
er can help us find what we know is there,”
he said in a speech at the dawn of the age
of personal computers, “but the book
remains our symbol and our resource for
the unimagined question and the unwel-
come answer.”

And Boorstin was always identified with
books. His nomination by President Ford
to be Librarian of Congress in 1975 was a
natural choice, though professional librari-
ans opposed him as—again—a mere ama-
teur, and some liberals in Washington
thought him too conservative. A more
practical obstacle to his appointment,
though, was the demand by several
Senators that the prodigious Boorstin not
do any of his own writing while he headed
the Library of Congress. Boorstin refused,
but promised to write only on his own time,
and during his twelve years as Librarian of
Congress he continued to write on week-
ends, in the evenings, and on nearly every
weekday from 4 a.m. to 9 a.m., publishing
several books and collections of essays.

His term at the Library of Congress was
noted for its focus on modernizing and
democratizing the library’s resources,

making them available to the public, and
not just to members of Congress. Boorstin
opened the library’s reading rooms and
collections to all, and during his term the
library began to host public events and act
as a center of intellectual activity in
Washington. He even ordered the majestic
bronze doors of the library’s main building
to be opened up. “They said it would create
a draft,” Boorstin told reporters, “and I
replied, ‘Great—that’s just what we need.’”

For six decades, Daniel J. Boorstin’s
keen eye and sharp pen were just what
America needed to understand the flow
and meaning of its history, and to think
about its future with a mind open to the
unexpected. In The Seekers, his final book,
he warned of the dangers of giving in to
the modern technical outlook and forget-
ting to look upon the world with awe:
“Western culture has turned from seeking
the end or purpose to seeking causes—
from the Why to the How. Might this
empty meaning from our human experi-
ence?” It was an open question, and
Boorstin’s own career offered hope that
the answer did not have to be yes. He shall
be missed.
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Gaga Over Google
More than a Search Engine, Less than a Mind

The tremendous success of Google
is due largely to one brilliant real-
ization: that the actual informa-

tion on the Internet is less important than
the links that hold it together. The Google
search engine was designed around this
insight, and its uncannily accurate results
made it spectacularly popular—and even-
tually, indispensable.

Naturally, we have come to take Google
for granted. It is the standard starting
point for students, teachers, and writers

doing research. Anyone wanting to self-
diagnose a mysterious medical condition,
or check the spelling of a foreign leader’s
name, or settle a bet about a sports statis-
tic, will use Google. Prospective employers
depend on it for background checks—as
do prospective soul mates. We google our
friends, we google our families, we google
ourselves.

It is difficult to remember just how bad
Internet searching was before Google’s
debut. As two Wall Street Journal colum-
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nists put it: “Google washed all this muck
away—we’ve never met anybody who
didn’t adopt Google as their search engine
the day they discovered it.”

To its basic search function—the every-
day archive of four billion websites—
Google has added an array of useful tools:
an archive of cached websites, a spelling
fixer, an automated news-sorting service, a
pop-up blocker, a shopping service, and
more. Google’s pages are available in
dozens of languages (including Zulu,
Xhosa, Esperanto, Klingon, and Pig
Latin). The company owns one of the most
popular blogging systems. A free Google
e-mail service is in the works, offering
users over a hundred times more storage
space than other free e-mail services.
And—very important in the post-dot-
com-bust era—the company operates an
immensely profitable ad-targeting service.

Now comes news that Google will make
a public stock offering, expected to bring
the company billions of dollars. The com-
pany’s filing with the government includ-
ed grand statements of Google’s business
philosophy—such as a commitment to the
public interest (“Google therefore has a
responsibility to the world”) and an inten-
tion to shield the company from the
breezes of the market (“A management
team distracted by a series of short-term
targets is as pointless as a dieter stepping
on a scale every half hour”).

The transformation of Google into a
publicly-traded multi-billion-dollar com-
pany is not without hazards, even aside
from the growing pains of an adolescent
business. Other companies—including
digital giants Microsoft, Yahoo, and
Amazon—will notch up their competitive
efforts. Google will increasingly have to
deal with matters of regulation and poli-
tics; the company has already been criti-

cized for its outsourcing practices and its
privacy policies. And there is always a risk
that the company’s many new offerings
might eventually bog it down, detracting
from the charming simplicity that has been
a Google hallmark, and alienating its base
of support.

Google will also have to cope with the
manipulation of its search results. The
Google search engine is accurate because
its programming fits the hyperlinked
nature of the Internet; the top-ranking
websites are well-known for their well-
knownness, to borrow Daniel Boorstin’s
phrase. This means that it’s possible to
“game the system”: with some cleverness
and a good number of like-minded linkers,
Google’s search results can be artificially
distorted. This phenomenon is called
“Google-bombing.” Some Google-bombs
are carried off in the spirit of political
pranks—for example, if you type “miser-
able failure” into Google the first result is
George W. Bush’s biography, while a
search on the term “waffles” brings you to
John Kerry’s homepage.

Other Google-bombs are less amusing.
If you search for “Jew,” the top result is a
virulently anti-Semitic website. Google
received so many complaints about this
Google-bomb that it posted an apology—
but explained why it wouldn’t tinker with
the search to eliminate the offensive result:
“Our search results are generated com-
pletely objectively and are independent of
the beliefs and preferences of those who
work at Google.… The only sites we omit
are those we are legally compelled to
remove or those maliciously attempting to
manipulate our results.” Other result-
distorting Google-bombs have involved
corporations, religious groups, and private
individuals. As Google stated in the papers
it filed with the government in preparation
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for its stock offering: “We take this prob-
lem very seriously,” because a failure to
defeat Google-bombing could harm the
company’s reputation and “damage our
business.”

So Google isn’t perfect, but its results
are still the best thing going. In fact,
Google’s results are so good that many
users rely on it reflexively and constantly.
Some websites carry testimonials to the
effect that Google “has become part of my
brain.” When disconnected from Google,
one blogger has written, “I was in agony. I
was unable to write reports and actually
felt rather stupid without it. I then realized
I had effectively undergone a temporary

lobotomy: Google is a part of my brain.”
Another writes, “When they come out with
versions that plug directly into my brain,
I’ll be standing in line.” Others have gone
further still, speculating that Google will
allow the Internet to evolve from a collec-
tion of facts into (to borrow Emerson’s
phrase) “the great, the universal mind.”

Overwrought metaphysical twaddle, to
be sure. Yet it’s true that Google is chang-
ing not only the ways that we acquire
information, but also our expectations of
how the world can be understood. We
would do well to remember that facts are
no substitute for wisdom, and Google no
substitute for a mind.

Life from Scratch
Promise, Peril, and Pathogens: Breakthroughs in Synthetic Biology

In November 2003, J. Craig Venter, the
famed trailblazer of the genomics
frontier, and Spencer Abraham, the

Secretary of Energy, convened a press con-
ference to announce a breakthrough in
modern biological technique: Researchers
working at Venter’s Institute for
Biological Energy Alternatives (IBEA)
had synthesized a complete and fully func-
tioning virus from DNA building blocks,
creating artificial life far faster than any
previous laboratory.

Soon, the two predicted, this research
would lead to the creation of significantly
more complex forms of artificial life—and
possibly the synthesis of entirely new
classes of organisms. As Secretary
Abraham explained, IBEA’s research,
which is funded handsomely by a
Department of Energy initiative called
“Genomes to Life,” takes a substantial step
toward creating specially-designed artifi-
cial microbes that have the “biological abil-

ities to produce hydrogen, accelerate envi-
ronmental clean-up, and mitigate the long-
term impacts of climate change through
sequestering carbon dioxide.”

The nascent field of synthetic biology
seems to promise a world transformed by
“living technologies”—designer microbes
that can perform useful tasks, like gobbling
up pollution or manufacturing desirable
chemicals. But building living organisms
from scratch is a tricky business. Scientists
can synthesize small strands of DNA with
relative ease, but these threads need to be
pieced together to create the full genetic
sequence of a viable genome. In 2002,
researchers at the State University of New
York (SUNY) at Stony Brook announced
they had synthesized a copy of the polio
virus by stringing DNA strands together.
But using their method, it took three years
to complete the virus, and even then it was
a genetic dud—not nearly as robust or vir-
ulent as the naturally-occurring polio virus.
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