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JOHN GABLE ’83
BELIEVES WE ARE
STUMBLING
AROUND IN DIGITAL
DARKNESS.

BUT VIRTUAL
ENLIGHTENMENT
IS JUST AROUND
THE CORNER.
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In 1995, Bill Gates fearlessly predicted, “The information highway will
transform our culture as dramatically as Gutenberg’s press did the
Middle Ages.” He titled his book The Road Ahead, and he and other
technophiles were looking down that road and seeing a bright and
beautiful new horizon.
Around that same time, John Gable ’83 made a few predictions of his own.
From his vantage point as lead product manager for Netscape Navigator —
one of the first Internet browsers and the most popular browser of the ’90s
— he, too, could see into the distance. He and many Internet pioneers had
already accepted the Internet’s potential and all the good it might do. But in
1997, John gave a speech in Portland, Ore., that asked the question: could
this powerful new medium also have a dark side?
What if, John wondered, instead of bringing people together, connecting
distant cultures, and increasing our appreciation of diversity, the Internet
had the opposite effect? Polarization, breakdown of civility, misinformation
— these are not unprecedented byproducts of a revolutionary new technology.
“People think of the printing press as the birth of the Reformation, when everybody started reading for themselves and this great Enlightenment happened,”
says John. “What they don’t realize is that soon after the printing press came
out, there was a lot of societal chaos and disruption. Book burnings,
tribunals, challenges to authority, false accounts being written. Things
got a lot worse before they got better.”

“TECHNOLOGY IS
ALWAYS CHANGING.
AND IT CAN CHANGE
FOR THE BETTER.”

In 2012,
John founded
AllSides.com, a
website that aims
to break people out
of their filter bubbles
by exposing them to
multiple perspectives on
the daily news. For each
topic — say, the State
of the Union address or
Russian sanctions — the site shows headlines from the left, right, and center. John is also
the founder of Mismatch.org, a platform that connects students from different backgrounds
and points of view via video conferencing.

“Technology is always changing,” said John in a November 2017 TED Talk he gave with his
friend and co-founder of MoveOn.org, Joan Blades, at TEDWomen in New Orleans. “And
it can change for the better.”
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Far from the progressive circles of the West Coast where he forged his career
in tech, John grew up in small-town Kentucky. He was raised by and among
conservatives, and Episcopal was his first step outside his mostly rural upbringing.
“At that time in your life,” says John, “almost everything is outside your filter
bubble because you’re learning so many things for the first time.”
At Episcopal, John relished religion class with its challenging, open-ended questions, and he
trained zealously for cross-country, though no one in his family was athletic. But his most
salient memory is perhaps the day in history class when Mr. Male played a tape recording of
his plane being hit by gunfire in the Vietnam War. Afterwards, Mr. Male told the class about
a time when an anti-war student stood up and shouted at him and called him a murderer.
Mr. Male was visibly shaken recounting the story, and John says
remembering that day has an almost physical effect on him decades
later. Because of that experience, he says, “I always had a distaste
for people who yell and belittle others in a self-righteous way.”

“I BELIEVE
TECHNOLOGY CAN
EMPOWER PEOPLE
AND EMPOWER
A MOVEMENT
TO CHANGE
THE COURSE
OF HISTORY.”

For his senior externship (then called the May Program), he worked
for the late Sen. Howard Baker (R-TN), who became the Senate
majority leader and later President Reagan’s chief of staff, but who is
perhaps best remembered for a single question: “What did the president know, and when did he know it?” As the ranking Republican
on the Senate committee that investigated Watergate, Baker was
the first in his party to break ranks and press President Nixon for
the truth. “He was a man of enormous integrity and understood
things from both sides of the aisle.”
Working for Baker, John developed an affection for bridging
partisan divides. “Baker was famous for bringing a Democrat and
a Republican into one room and having them both say what they
wanted to say about an issue, and then repeating it in a way that
they could both hear where they agreed,” John says.

After studying philosophy at Vanderbilt University, John spent four years in politics, working
for three senators, the Republican National Committee, and President George H.W. Bush.
But by the early ’90s, there was a lot going on in another field — technology. The excitement
was too much for John to ignore. “I realized technology could move the world and change
things in bigger ways than I could have imagined,” he told the author of The Reunited States
of America (2016), Mark Gerzon. “I believe technology can empower people and empower
a movement to change the course of history.”
A few years and one business degree later, John joined the original Microsoft Office team.
In 1996, he co-founded KAVI, a web-based applications company that was recently sold to
Higher Logic. And in 1997, Netscape Communications Corp. — “the startup that terrified
Microsoft and got Americans to go online,” according to Wired magazine — hired John. He
eventually became their team lead product manager for Netscape Navigator.
It was around this time when John began to ponder the nature of the beast. He remembers
reading Amusing Ourselves to Death: Public Discourse in the Age of Show Business (1985) by
Neil Postman, who wrote about how deeply the dominant form of media can influence the
way we act and think. Postman was writing in the ’80s about the impact of television. A
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philosopher at heart, John couldn’t help but extend Postman’s theory and contemplate the
unforeseen ramifications of the Internet on individuals and society.
“The Internet trains your brain to think more in terms of categories,” says John. Because it
supplies so much information, we are constantly categorizing in order to quickly and effectively process the influx. Our brains become search engines filtering out what is
useless and different, and tuning in to what is relevant and same.

“OUR GOAL
IS SIMPLY
TO PROVIDE
PEOPLE
DIFFERENT
PERSPECTIVES
SO THEY CAN
BE BETTER
INFORMED,
AND SO
THEY CAN
DECIDE FOR
THEMSELVES.”

“I was concerned more than 20 years ago that this would teach us to discriminate
against each other in new ways,” he says. “And I think that’s what’s happened.
It’s not just that you and I may disagree on the environment or immigration,
but if you disagree with me, you’re one of them. I don’t just think you’re wrong;
I think you’re evil.”
Today polarization is sky-high. Results of a 2014 Pew Research survey called
political polarization “the defining feature of early 21st century American politics, both among the public and elected officials.” What once resembled a bell
curve, with most people clumped near the center of the political spectrum
and far fewer people on the extreme left and right, now looks more like a
two-humped camel.
Our government hasn’t been this disagreeable since the time of the Civil War,
according to data analysis by the University of Southern California. But you
have to go back even further — to the 15th century — to find a society similarly
upended by a disruptive new technology. The people of the Late Middle Ages
found themselves equal parts tickled and terrorized by Gutenberg’s shiny new
printing press. The proliferation of books spread literacy, codified language, and
transformed learning. These new books thrust European society into the future,
but also dug up ideas once buried in the past.
“Hellenic civilization had highly honed such institutions as slavery, male dominance, and organized war. Now those values came back with a vengeance,” said
University of Houston Professor John H. Lienhard in a talk entitled “What
People Said About Books in 1498.” He was speaking at a library conference in
the late ’90s about the history of the printing press and its possible implications
for the computer age.

Books even changed the way people interacted, encouraging isolation the way smartphones
and social media might today. “Instead of coming together to talk with each other in person
where they could understand and appreciate each other’s point of view and humanity, people
started getting their information and gossip all alone, separated from others,” John wrote in
a Huffington Post blog post, pointing also to the post-printing-press rise of literal fundamentalism, propaganda, and increased polarity between Catholics and Protestants.
Sound familiar?
“The challenges we’re seeing right now to authority of every kind,” says John, “the turmoil
that’s going on in journalism and in politics — I think these are necessary growing pains, the
horrible times before the Reformation and Enlightenment.”
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Technology can save us from technology, John believes. That’s why he created
AllSides with a mission “to free people from filter bubbles so they can better
understand the world and each other.”
It does that in part by aggregating news stories from both sides of the political spectrum
and exposing media bias. The news site gets about a million views per month, and its largest
demographic — about 47 percent of users — is millennials, which is unusual for websites
(as opposed to apps) and particularly for news sites, which generally skew older. “We tend
to get people who truly believe in the ideal of journalism,” says John. “They recognize the
importance of seeing different points of view. You also have people who are specifically focused
on bridging divides. In terms of our reach, we haven’t really tried to grow big yet. We’ve been
more focused on perfecting it than growing it.”

DECIDING
FOR
OURSELVES —
AND NOT
LETTING
TECHNOLOGY
DECIDE FOR
US — IS
ABSOLUTELY
CRITICAL.

The site’s bias ratings are meant to represent the perceptions of the American public.
Diverse groups rate headlines and content without knowing the content’s source.
The calculations take into account each participant’s political bias, and the results
are normalized to reflect the country’s political makeup.
But the bias ratings are more of a means than an end. “Our goal is simply to provide
people different perspectives so they can be better informed, and so they can decide
for themselves.”
Even in cases where one side of the debate is more heavily backed by science and
evidence, such as climate change or vaccinations, John still thinks it’s important to
present both sides. “If you cut off the voices that challenge the authorities, really bad
things happen. I prefer to have the debate open, not hidden.”
Deciding for ourselves — and not letting technology decide for us — is absolutely critical, John says. He is especially wary of Google, with its incredible reach
and targeting power. “The Google algorithm is essentially a popularity algorithm.
Whatever is most popular is considered most credible.”
Google even singles out the “best” result and highlights it at the top of the page in
what they call a “featured snippet” whenever a question is detected, further favoring
popular results and conveying a false sense of credibility.

When he launched AllSides in 2012, John told Forbes he hoped the bias detection technology
he developed might someday be incorporated by search engines to bring multiple perspectives
to the top of their results.
“If you have technology making decisions for us, I think that’s when it goes wrong,” says John.
“And I think that when you are somebody trying to win a political argument, you don’t want
people to decide for themselves. You want to manipulate the information they get in such a
way so they’ll come to the conclusion that you think they should come to. So there are both
accidental and quite intentional movements to take people’s freedom of thought away from
them without them knowing it.”
Despite these misgivings, John has hope for tomorrow. “I believe that a new Reformation
and Enlightenment are in our future. I think we can get there. That’s what I’m working on.”
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