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well, among them Apple, Silicon
Graphics, Intel, NMNetscape and
Hewlett-Packard,

During the anti-pornography
onslaught that followed the Sen-
ate's opening praver, however,
Feingold and his mare computer-
savvy colleagues failed to turn
back the tide. They asked Decency
Act supporters who would deter-
mine if someone was being insulted
or harassed. They wondered if it
really made sense to prosecute an
online service provider because
someone posted a news article
that contained a fourletter word
that was later downloaded by a
teenager. They pointed out that
there are already very strict laws
on the books against child pornog-
raphy and abuse, torture and bes-
tiality.

They even talked about the dam-
aging effect the legislation will
have on the computer industry if
networking companies are forced
to shift their focus from getting ev-
eryone online to policing those al-
ready there. And in the end, they
lost big, with California’s two sen-
ators, Boxer and Feinstein, com-
ing down squarely on the side of
the cybercensors.

Despite the potential damag.
ing impact of the Decency Act on
the burgeoning and vital local
networking industry, both Fein-
stein and Boxer declined this
newspaper's requests for inter-
views on the subject. Aflter some
prodding, Boxer's released the
following statement: “While I

fully support eflorts to under:
stand and capitalize on the enor-
mats capabilities of computer
communications, we must en-
sure that our children are pro-
tected from obscenity. This
amendment,” Boxer's prepared
statement reads, “holds adults
responsible for their actions if
they choose to use the Internet to
prey on children.™

Wisconsin's Feingold, however,
was eager to share his thoughts.
“I'm terribly alarmed by this legis-
lation,” Feingold explained in a
telephone interview from his
Washington, D.C., office late last
week. "I'm very concerned that
those who use the Internet are go-
ing to be treated differently from
others.” Feingold says, for in-
stance, that a library may legally
contain a copy of the steamy clas
sic, Lady Chatterley’s Lover, but
that same book, if posted on a com-
puter network, “could very well
land someone in jail.”

The legislation now moves to the
Senate/House conference commit-
tee where it will be reconciled with
a bill passed in May by the House
Commerce Committee, which did
not contain the Communications
Decency Act. Feingold says he
hopes the measure will die in that
committee,

if it doesn't, he expects Presi.
dent Clinton, who opposes the
idea, will veto it. He also predicts
the Decency Act will be ruled un.
constitutional if it ever does get
signed because the Supreme
Court has already ruled that the
government is only entitled to

use “the least-restrictive forms”
of censorship available when it
attempts to control pornography.
And since software 15 already
available to protect young minds,
Feingold contends that a blanket
restriction on the entire Internet
would not be deemed the least re-
strictive available enforcement
option.

“Should we make cars illegal be-
cause you can make a car bomb
with one?" asks Eric Hughes, pres.
ident of Open Financial Networks,
a Berkeley-based start-up that pro-
duces software for secure financial
transactions over the Internet.
Hughes, a former hacker and fre-
quent critic of federal attempts at
regulating cyberspace, savs the
only certain result of heavy-hand-
ed federal regulations will be to
push Internet-related businesses
offshore. “It's a big world,” he
says, "and if you want to use the
Internet outside the U.S. and don't
want to follow US. laws, there is
nothing that can stop you,” he
notes,

Meanwhile, House Speaker
Newt Gingrich, who frequently
cites bestselling authors Alvin
and Heidi Toffler as his technolo-
gy gurus, is said to be leaning
against federal Internet content
restrictions, In their influential
book, The Third Wave, the Tofflers
argue that society is in the middle
of a transformation from the Sec-
ond Wave, the industrial age, to
the Third Wave, the information
age, with online computer ser.
vices a Kev component of that

change.

Over lunch several months
ago, the Tofflers assured a hand-
ful of bhusiness reporters that
Gingrich understands the Inter-
net and would eventually come to
be seen as one of the open sys-
tems’ bigpest champions. “He def-
initely gets it,” Heidi Toffler said
with certainty at the thme, point-
ing out that the speaker has so far
been able to resist the purists in
his own party over similarly con-
tentious moral hot-button issues
like abortion and school praver.
“I'm sure of it,” Toffler predicted.
“Newt,” she says, “is a Third.
Wave politician,”

Others are not as optimistic.
“This country is in the throes of a
mindless retreat from our consti-
tution and from the Bill of Rights,”
Sen, Feingold says. “It's time we
began forming the coalitions need-
&d to protect the Interned.”

For starters, an anonymous con-
tributor to the Net's abtprivacy
newsgroup suggests the time may
have come for Internet users to of-
fer up a prayer of their own:
“Almighty God, Creator of the Uni-
verse,” the proposed cyberverse
reads, “we ask for your protection
from those who say they are trying
to protect us.” o



