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 The idea of the media as the center of our world stays true to today’s society.  The 
world is exponentially growing, and how and where we get our information from remains 
one of the most driving forces in how we live.  With every new technological 
advancement: the Internet, iPhones, Facebook, and television, we are exposed to a 
multitude of information at lightening speed.  However, there is still debate over a 
potentially degrading question that haunts us as a whole:  Are we getting smarter or 
dumber?  It is controversial and often questioned whether the information overload is 
indeed beneficial to our world.  It is often found that we think we know a lot, but really 
we know very little.  The theme of society’s intelligence and the manner in which the 
media affects it are discussed in both Neil Postman’s classic Amusing Ourselves to Death 
and James Surowiecki’s The Wisdom of Crowds.  Though they often have conflicting 
ideas, both authors offer critical commentary relative to our cultures idea of true 
knowledge.   
 Postman and Surowiecki both uncover almost opposite opinion in regard to our 
society’s ability to know information.  Both acknowledge technology as a definite effect 
of our culture, although Surowiecki seems to believe crowds had the power all along.  
His idea of “crowds”, metaphorically speaking, can be equated to our broad societal 
thoughts.  Through his many examples, he brings the reader through a timeline ranging 
from the weight of an early 20th century ox to the new millennium’s presidential 
elections.  In each instance, the crowd always had the correct answer.  In essence, 
Wisdom of Crowds suggests that we do not depend on technology for progress, but we 
adjust to its ever-changing forms.  Postman, on the other end, blames technology for the 
demise of our culture.  He suggests our fast paced life has become obsessed with being 
entertained, and not gaining true information.  He often suggests Americans had more 
respect for intellect in the past, and exhibits examples such as the Lincoln –Douglas 
debates.  Here audiences endured several hours of speeches in preparation for the 
presidential race.  However, there are often criticisms of the true intellect of the audience 
or whether it could have been considered an entertaining event.  In the 1800’s the media 
entertainment industry was incomparable to that of today.  Did the people of the past 
have better understanding of their world, or did they just have nothing better to distract 
them?  The lack of distraction is Postman’s key idea to the past’s better grasp of 
knowledge.  

However, both authors fail to acknowledge today’s globalized society.  The world 
as we know it has become an enormous international conglomeration of information, and 
to have the awareness surrounding every single issue would be nearly impossible.  It is 
even clear that the past was simpler, as The Wisdom of Crowds first example is the 
weight of an ox on a small English farm.  Postman’s texts only went as far as the 
television, as computers had not transformed our world yet in 1985.  Both these concepts 
seem almost trivial when we think about the multitude of different countries and their 
own problems, along with the rapid speed in which technology develops.  It may not be 
our fault at all to know just a little bit about a lot, as Postman puts it.  And the 
“Now…This” news briefings may just be the only way in which we can get a broader 
spectrum of the surrounding events. 



The two texts provide relevant arguments to today’s ideas, although Postman’s 
seems frighteningly accurate despite being written before the 1990s.  His ideas that the 
media are simply for entertainment and pleasure can even be held true to the Internet, 
which was not around at the time.  The Internet is perhaps the best medium for 
information seekers, but it becomes hard to decipher through all the other junk that 
revolves in cyberspace.  Surowiecki tells us that sites like Google further display our 
wisdom by listing the most visited sights as the top choices.  He does not comment on all 
the misinformation that the Internet holds, although it seems that Postman would have 
torn it up for being a source of public discourse.   

Of the two books, Postman does a better job at supporting his claims.  His 
examples of pointing his finger as what the public discourse are extremely hard to deny.  
We do rely on television for our information, and at the same time want it to keep us on 
the edge of our seats.  Surowiecki brings up an interesting phenomenon, but the 
American rugged individualistic society is enough to question them with ease.  The 
Wisdom of Crowds gives mob rule legitimacy, and people like Gandhi no real voice.  It’s 
hard to believe that, when were supposed to be told to “think outside the box” and “be 
yourself”.   

Both books do provide insightful thoughts on whether we really are an intellectual 
society.  With all of the vast knowledge around us, there are those who take advantage of 
it, and those that let it take advantage of them.  Whether technology slows down or 
speeds up our progress remains unanswered, and it is truly up to the future generations to 
see how they handle the abundance of information in a sea of different mediums.   


