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Tools make revolutions. "When we make a new tool, we see a new cosmos," says physicist
Freeman Dyson. He was probably thinking of microscopes, telescopes, and atomic particle

accelerators. (&) PRINT

But even the workaday tools reviewed in this issue can alter our perspective. A tool?any tool?is
possibility at one end and a handle at the other. Bacause tools open up options, they remake
us. A really fantastic atlas of the world is literally a new world. A whisper-quiet ultra-efficient electricity generator and a
wireless Internet let us see ourselves as more nomadic than perhaps we have seen ourselves lately. There are many ways
to change the world, but | think the most direct way, the way being pioneered by artists, hackers, and scientists?third-
culture citizens?is to adopt new tools.

This issue of Whole Earth is chock full of tools. Tools are meant broadly, as they should be: a piece of hardware, a video, a
chart, a magazine, a gizmo, anything that opens up new paths. As usual, a tool is included here if it is a) the best, or the
best bargain, b) easily available, and c) useful for self-education.

Presenting access to tools was the job of the original Whole Earth Catalog, a job that few other agencies were interested in
at the time. A contemporary browser in a bookstore today would be astounded at how bare the shelves werea thirty years
ago. There was not a shelfful of books on, say, how to give a talk in public, as there is now; there was usually none. Thus
the pointing, selecting, and reviewing the Catalog did was a vital, singular service.

It seems less so now. What happened? Among other things the Web happened. Today the world is awash in self-help, self-
education, self-everything information. You can find any book in print online, and it's in your mailbox in days. Better still, you
can find hard-won information on the most obscure passion just by clicking a little. Opening worlds is much easier. What
this means is that the next edition of Whole Earth Catalog is here: it's the World Wide Web.

But still, something is missing. Something the Catalogs did, and this magazine still does, that is not found on the Web at
large. It was in search of that missing component that | began this special issue. | suspected that one function the Catalogs
offered that is not being provided by the Web is to highlight the best.

As the Web expands in scope to include everything, the best gets overwhelmed. Even great search engines and great
recommendation software can't provide what | really want. | use the best recommendation sites, and decent though they
are, they don't give me what | really want. | want someone | trust to say to me: "I've seen all the stuff, and |'ve used most of
it, and this is the one you want.” | don't usually find that on the Web. First, trust is in short supply, and second, comparative
evaluation is in short supply. As working on this issue reminded me (it's been ten years since | edited the magazine),
making confident claims like this is hard, time-consuming, and expensive. It's not done casually, although we try hard to
make it appear so.

| have no idea whether this kind of handcrafted evaluation service can scale up to cover the Web as a whole. Far less
labor-intensive services are failing as commercial Web sites; what hope would there be for a time-intensive process that
tried to keep up with everything? | have no idea what the future of Whole Earth is, whether it can keep going in the midst of
the Web. (Luckily, I'm just a guest editor.) | do know there is an urgent need for directing people to the best and most
appropriate in tools, a need that does not diminish as more tools are created, but rather expands as more ho-hum tools are
available.

It was a blast putting together this issue. In the spirit of the first Catalogs, this is a home-brew self-published deal. To keep
things simple and maximize leaming | was the major reviewer, fact-checker, typist, scanner, designer, and layout person. |
had no staff. If you notice an unusual level of funkiness in this issue (like jaggety pictures swiped off the Net) that's all due
to my amateur skill level. Not that | didn't have professional help. Paul Donald, Deborah Tibbetts, Stephanie Johnston and
Van Burnham pl‘ﬂ‘u‘idﬂd Pfﬂdl.lﬂﬁl'.lﬂ advice and the crew at Whola Earth prnnfad and saved me from embarrassment.

| leamed a lot. One thing sticks out: the tools of self-empowerment that were yearned for decades ago have been instituted
on a mass scale. Those tools?hased on digital power and the web?are now widely available to almost anyone in the
developed world. We can do many of the things we once dreamed of doing. The revolution is new tools.

But tools (technologies) create their own new problems (too many possibilities, too many passions, too much demand for
knowledge). | view the problems created by technology as simply opportunities for new tool making. That's the Great Circle
that keeps going rﬂ.ﬂ;mm _mw pruhlanﬂ, new tools. That circle would be mere running in place if it were not for one
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