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CHI CONFERENCE OPENS WITH 

DISCUSSION OF FREEDOM IN THE WIRED AGE

Minneapolis, Minnesota…The 20th annual conference on computer human interaction opened with a big bang this morning as science fiction author David Brin encouraged the audience of more than 2,000 computer usability professionals to think of themselves as "enablers of civilization" and as "leaders" in making sure we "charge into the future." Brin stated, "I want you to believe that what you do matters.  You are in the business of figuring out ways to ensure that we are glad that computers were ever made!"

Brin, most noted for his science fiction novels including Earth, Postman, which was made into a movie Kevin Costner starred in, and Hugo Award winning bestsellers Startide Rising and Uplift War, stated that he used to be a scientist, but he was being paid more to "sleep late and scribble lies on paper." In his opening speech he noted that science fiction is a genre of literature based on the world of change. The CHI 2002 theme of "changing the world, changing ourselves" provided the perfect platform for Brin to identify how computer usability professionals can affect change.

Brin emphasized that criticism is the known antidote to error, noting that we live in an open civilization, that there are plenty of people to criticize us, yet most of us hate to be criticized. Brin went on to state, "Each generation suffers new problems that were created by those who came before, but were not anticipated." He notes that, "It is amazing, not that Timothy McVeigh blew up a building in Oklahoma, but that there are not more Timothy McVeighs. After all, suspicion-of-authority propaganda is a common theme in movies and literature."

"Early science fiction envisioned computers as large centralized, civic machines that created havoc on society." stated Brin. "Early science fiction may have indeed saved us. Stanley Kubrick’s movie, Dr. Strangelove, generated fear of megalomaniacal generals and nuclear war.  As a result, changes were made in America’s defense. George Orwell’s

portrayal of a society run by "Big Brother" in his novel 1984 ensured that society would fight to keep this from happening." 

Brin went on to discuss the events of September 11 and how society has reacted. "The security experts are stating that we have to give up liberties to protect the safety of our children. The civil libertarians are indignant about giving up freedoms. Behind the scenes they are high-fiving each other. I say unquivocably that we do not have to choose between safety and freedom!" Brin’s recently published non-fiction book, The Transparent Society: Will Technology Make us Choose Between Freedom and Privacy?, is the winner of the American Library Association’s Obeler Freedom of Speech Award and the McGannon Communication Policy Research Award. 

In his speech, Brin predicted that "our subjective realities will change. Technology, which can augment separation among people, can also augment our ability to be more empathic and understanding of our neighbors." Brin challenged the audience of human computer interaction professionals by stating, "50 years down the road, can you honestly

think of a scenario where there won’t be a national I.D. card? Can’t you imagine everyone in augmented eyewear that will scan the person walking down the street towards you, also in augmented eyewear, and you will be able to see their name and personal profiles instantly displayed on your eyewear screen?"

Brin closed by directing the audience to envision future generations. He stated, "I predict 60/40 odds that our grandchildren will be like gods.  They will be doing things with technology that we can only imagine today. Ours is the first generation that has put the Golden Age into the future rather than the past. We live in a special time. We don’t get to

be gods; we get to be makers of gods. I urge all of you to stand outside once a month and ask yourself what you can do to change the odds to 39/41 that we will succeed today in enabling a better civilization tomorrow."

The CHI 2002 Conference is being held in the Minneapolis Convention Center. It features panels, presentations and demonstrations of new emerging technologies. Wireless technology, web design, and interface engineering are all major topics of discussion at this conference.  Groundbreaking research by usability guru Jakob Nielsen on children and the web and senior citizens on the web was made available at the

conference. 

Performance artist, STELARC, who explores technological interfaces with the human body through Virtual Reality, the Internet, and robotics, will provide the closing plenary on Thursday at 4:30pm. 

The CHI Conference is sponsored by the Association of Computing Machinery’s Special Interest Group on Computer Human Interaction (SIGCHI). SIGCHI is a group of more than 4,500 professionals who focus on how people communicate and interact with computer systems. 
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