LETTERS

Balkanization by Internet?

Marshall Van Alstyne and Erik Brynjolfs-
son, in their article “Could the Internet
Balkanize science!?” (29 Nov., p. 1479),
warn the scientific community against the
fragmentation of research as a consequence
of overfocusing and narrowing interactions
in the global communication networks, be-
cause of the abundance and the low quality
of online information. But Web sites pro-
viding high-quality, professional-level, re-
search news [http://www.eurekalert.org/ (31
May, p. 1366) and http://www2.nas.edu/
new/index.html] have now been developed.
Might they favor interdisciplinary knowl-
edge and interactions and prevent the Bal-
kanization of science?
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Echoing Karl Popper, we should hope to
promote, in all areas of scholarship and
research, good work on important “prob-
lems.” Unfortunately, this hope contains
the seeds of a difficulty—*“good” conven-
tionally implies “based on a sound mastery
of relevant subject matter and skills.”

The effort invested in acquiring knowl-
edge and skills, facilitated by both innate
and external resources (talent, tempera-
ment, and character; economic means and
circumstances), leads the acquirers to focus
on maximizing the return on their invest-
ment, which subsequently leads them to
turn away from a primary focus on problems
whose connections with other problems
cross specialty boundaries. The formulation
of new problems tends to be biased in the
same way.

Ultimately, this can lead to stagnation,
triviality, and a sort of empty fecundity. The
“production of knowledge” can become
merely an industry, in which participants
pursue nothing but the cultivation of exper-
tise, reputation, and career advancement.

The Internet has great potential power
to manage this difficulty, if people are pre-
pared to accept its significance and take
precautions against their own complacency.
An important first step would be to move
the notion of a “problem,” as opposed to
the more neutral (even vacuous) notion of
a “topic,” to the forefront in the high-level
design of the Internet as a medium for
distributing and storing knowledge. This
guarantees nothing, but it could offer a
better framework for critical discussion of
the motivations of research, which in turn

could lead to the fruitful clarification and
restatement of problems.
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Corrections and Clarifications

The third sentence of James Glanz’s News &
Comment article “Turbulance may sink titan-
ic reactor” (6 Dec., p. 1600) should have
begun, “The fields would cage deuterium and
tritium ions at hundreds of millions of de-
grees....”
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