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ABSTRACT 

In the late 1990s, a 30-year-old decision by computer progranmiers was translated 

into "Y2K," a problem that threatened the technological and social infrastructure of 

contemporary Western society. This work examines that translation from the dominant 

perspective and juxtaposes it to the experiences of people who believed Y2K was real. In 

contrast to "mainstream" views that ultimately saw Y2K as a "non-event," these 

individuals constructed and experienced Y2K as an event with significant impact on their 

lives. In the dominant view, Y2K was understood through the lens of technology; when 

the technological failure markers that came to defme Y2K in this construction did not 

materialize, Y2K became a non-event. For believers, who used a different set of markers, 

Y2K retained significance. This work demonstrates the importance of examining 

alternate perspectives on events, by showing that Y2K was only a non-event in its 

dominant construction. 
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INTRODUCTION 

OlOlOO 

9/25/97 

Today I asked my "tech nerd" friend about this computer date problem I read about in 

Newsweek. He says he's never heard of it, it sounds silly, and he doubts there's any truth 

to it. "That's just ridiculous," he told me. 

12/20/98 

Walking on Mom's treadmill tonight, I found her copy of Eric Utne's chapbook on this 

Y2K thing. By the time I got done with my walk, I was sold - here was my thesis topic! 

What a fascinating subject - a technological problem that could wreck havoc! 

12/31/99 

Well, it's nearly here - midnight, and Y2K, We've been watching ABC News all day, as 

they broadcast New Year's celebrations across the world (even in those countries in 

whose traditions it is not a new year), and nothing seems to be going wrong. Poor Sam 

Donaldson - he's stuck at the government's Y2K "command center," and he looks bored. 

But still, I wonder. 
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2/1/00 

People have just about stopped pestering me about Y2K, about how "nothing happened." 

I'm tired of people asking me if I'm disappointed. Why would I be? Or, they ask if I feel 

foolish for having thought Y2K might happen. I wonder what people who were 

concerned about Y2K are going through? 

1/14/01 

Today I bought Time Life's 2000 Year in Pictures edition to see what they would say 

about Y2K (if they said anything at all - it seems to be the forgotten part of 2000). 

Writing that "we put way, way too much pressure on the new millennium," the editors 

claimed that the whole year was a dud, not living up to our societal expectations of what 

the first year of the millennium should be. "So when the global odometer first flipped in 

New Zealand - a place experts believed was so dependent on technology it would surely 

implode if its computers believed the year was 1900 - it was only a little shocking that 

absolutely nothing happened anywhere on or above the globe. Airplanes stayed in the 

air. Y2K bunker dwellers began to pack up canned food for the soup kitchens. People, in 

general, went to bed early." Dismissed and forgotten, Y2K seems to have become 

symbolic of overanticipation and disappointment, of nothing happening, of a year many 

would like to forget 
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The Argument 

Although often the brunt of jokes then and now, the suggestion that a memory-

saving decision by computer programmers, dating back several decades, could bring 

down "modem society" in the year 2000 captured the imagination of many - myself 

included. I Hrst became aware of the potential troubles in 1997, after reading a short 

blurb in Newsweek} I largely forgot about it until late 1998, when conversations about 

the potential ramifications began to be reflected in the mainstream media. 

While there was disagreement about what might come of the situation, there was 

little about what the problem was.^ While contemporary computer-sawy individuals 

think nothing of having a sub-$ 1,000 computer with 128 megabytes of memory and a 20 

gigabyte hard drive, such largess of processing speed and storage is recent. A megabyte 

of storage costing $1 in 1999 cost over $2,000 in 1963 (Zetlin 1999). One way 

programmers from the 1960s onward found to save space, and thus money, was omitting 

the first two digits from the year in programs requiring a date. So, 1973 would be written 

73; 2000, as 00. The assumption behind these shortened dates is that the omitted digits 

are 1 and 9. A computer reading "00" and working off this system would assume it was 

dealing with 1900, not 2000. 

What's the problem with that? The conjecture, based on early experiences Mdth 

forecasting programs, was that some programs would not be able to process 00 as a date. 

' The magazine began covering Y2K - or the Millennium Bug, as it was called at first - in 1997 with 
several articles, including a cover story on June 2. 
* Several serious conspiracy-theory advocates on a listserv I joined claimed there was no "bug," and that 
the U.S. and "New World Order" government/military complex had invented the problem in order to 
declare martial law; alternately, that the bug did exist but was not an oversight by programmers. Rather, it 
had been purposely created to the same end. 
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This inability would cause a variety of mistakes and failures. Predictions ranged from 

personal computers crashing, to miscalculated bills, to prison doors swinging open, even 

to the UN taking over the world after chaos erupted. The time leading up to 2000 was 

characterized (in regard to Y2K, at least) by uncertainty and disagreement. There was no 

way to know if networked computer systems would have "cascading" problems, where 

faulty code in one node of the network would trigger a problem in another. Whether so-

called "embedded chips," found in everything from microwaves to medical diagnostic 

equipment, might fail was also unknown. Many of these chips and networked systems 

could not be tested; in the case of some networks, the extent of interconnectedness, and 

even which computers were connected, was unknown. 

Beyond this, there were implications that were even greater unknowns. Should 

these computer systems, upon whose operation Western society seemed to rely, falter, 

what social ramifications might this have? Grocery stores might go unstocked, 

paychecks unprocessed, records of home ownership lost. True to what are called 

"disaster myths" (Drabek 1986), conjecture ran to widespread panic, rioting, and a 

breakdown in fundamental structures of society. Some people plaimed for conditions 

akin to the post-apocalyptic fantasies of movies like the "Mad Max" series. Glitches 

might cause nuclear missiles to launch, nuclear reactors to melt down. The fate of 

humanity seemed to hang in the balance, in some depictions of Y2K's possible outcomes. 

In the face of diis uncertainty there was a wide range of reactions. For the most 

part, these potentials were the subject of jokes and derision. ABC's comedy "The Drew 

Carey Show" did a Y2K episode, in which Drew builds a bunker to protect him as the 
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world ends. He stocks it with junk food and pornography, pretends he's going to let his 

friends stay with him, and in the end tricks them into going outside just as the failures hit, 

an effect something like a nuclear bomb.^ Fortune magazine (1999) ran a one-page photo 

layout on people who took these predictions seriously, asking "Paranoid or Just 

Prepared?" Among those pictured was a shotgun-wielding older woman in a housedress, 

with a stem look of determination on her face. I even received strange glances from 

colleagues when I would mention my research topic - was I one of "them," one of the 

crazies who believed in Y2K? 

The number of people who prepared for Y2K in some way, whether buying 

candles and batteries or moving to bunkers, is unknown. In Tucson, there was an 

organized group of about 100 people who met regularly, with about SOO on the mailing 

list, out of a regional population of slightly over 481,000 in 2000^. The U.S. federal 

government took it seriously, holding numerous hearings before Congress to investigate 

potential ramifications, naming a Y2K "czar" to coordinate its efforts, even printing extra 

cash. In the U.S., $100 billion was spent on Y2K, mostly on repairing or replacing 

software and hardware in the federal government and mid- to large-sized corporations 

(Associated Press 2000a). 

Y2K was a frequent subject of cultural commentary. New magazines were 

created around Y2K with titles like Y2K Disaster 2000 and Y2K News. Sunday 

newspaper magazines carried informational blurbs about how to fix home personal 

^ Safe in his bunker, he sits down with his magazines, only to have his glasses break. The implication is 
that he would be unable to get his glasses fixed in the post-Y2K world because life as we knew it would 
end. 
'* Estimated. Source: Dave Taylor, City of Tucson Planning Department. 
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computers (Parade 1999). The issue was called "the opportunity of our lifetime" in a flier 

advertising a personal growth seminar^. 3M Corporation ran ads showing one of its Post-

It® notes stuck to a computer monitor with the caption reading "e-mail after Y2K.'" 

Wired magazine made Y2K its cover story in April 1999, featuring an all-black cover to 

symbolize potential power outages. Books with titles like How to Survive Y2K Chaos in 

the Citv (Eirich and Eirich 1998) ranked in the top 500 sellers on Amazon.com. In the 

cartoons, "Cathy" blaiucd her inability to zip up her pants on "the microchip embedded in 

the waistband...responding as though it's 1989!" while in "Geech," when a husband 

worried that the "world is about to be tossed into Y2K chaos," his wife responded, 

"Don't be silly. The world is fine. And everything is exactly as we know it."' Oprah, 

Montel Williams, and 60 Minutes did shows on Y2K in 1999*, while around the country, 

cities held town meetings to quell concerns about utilities and other public services. 

Y2K was a strong carrier of meaning, and this work argues that this meaning was 

drawn from far more than a programming decision 40 years ago. Computer bugs are 

common enough in the computer-dominated West. Anyone who interacts with a 

computer for long enough - and it often doesn't take long - will encounter one or more. 

My Netscape Navigator® Internet browser crashes on average two times a week from 

bugs m its code. Generally bugs are not destructive, and it is rare that one gamers any 

notice at ail. In fact, bugs are so normalized that software companies release products 

' Flier for a seminar given by Michael Brownlee and Marie Hanthom, personal coaches and Y2K activists, 
March 19,1999. 
' 3M Corporation advertisement. Fortune, November 22, 1999:258. 
^ Both cartoons originally ran on January 2,2000. 
' Original air dates: Opr^ (November 29,1999); Montel Williams (March 30,1999); 60 Minutes (May 23, 
1999). 
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knowing they have bugs in them; it is standard practice to let users find these bugs and 

then incorporate fixes into subsequent releases of a program (Strauss 1999). Given this, 

why would there be such a strong reaction to this particular computer bug? 

The first argument of this work is that Y2K was a socially constructed 

phenomenon. It was not just about the bug, which started out as a (mostly) 

unproblematic professional choice in response to a particular situation, or even about 

technology. Y2K is often confiated with the date programming problem (also known as 

the Millennium Bug) at its core, which I discuss in the following section. 1 want to draw 

a clear distinction between the two, however. The date bug does indeed lie at the center 

of Y2K, but they are two totally different entities. The date bug made Y2K possible. 

Y2K, however, is the sum of the bug, plus reactions to it drawn from conditions, 

structures, and processes already present in the contemporary American context that this 

work focuses on. These things include millennialism and discourses about technology, 

among others, as well as patterns of risk assessment that we can see exhibited in similar 

situations. These contextual elements, as I have cast them, helped shape the specific 

response to the coding bug that came to be known as Y2K. I draw from participant 

observation and interviews with people concerned about Y2K, interviews with 

unconcerned people, observational data of media coverage, Web page reviews, and pop 

culture artifacts like those listed above to understand how the bug became Y2K. 

I posit that there was a "just so" story about Y2K, a narrative composed of two 

sections that served as an explanatory model for its meaning. The first section, the before 
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story, tells what Y2K is, why it exists, and what degree of concern is necessary.' The 

second section, the after story, tells what became of Y2K. I argue that this narrative 

taken as a whole is a deterministic model of cause and effect following from the idea thai 

society is dependent upon technology, even while in the end affirming humanity's ability 

to control technology. Further, I argue that Y2K was constructed as an event with time 

boundaries and expected characteristics and outcomes. When these failed to materialize, 

the meaning of Y2K was fixed as a non-event with a heroic ending. Throughout, I 

demonstrate how Y2K was a construction specific to its social and temporal contexts. 

In constructing this argument, I take a very broad sweep across the contemporary 

American landscape. This necessitates a large degree of abstraction. For example, in 

Chapter Two, where this argument is largely played out, I approach "society" as a rather 

homogeneous entity. This is a strange and somewhat uncomfortable endeavor for an 

anthropologist, accustomed to working with micro-level data. However, there are two 

reasons for this approach. One, there is indication that the majority of Americans were, 

by and large, not concerned about Y2K, for an apparently fairly uniform set of reasons. 

Working on a mass level, then, is not entirely unwarranted. 

Beyond this reason, and perhaps more importantly, i have micro-level data firom 

my fieldwork with Y2K "believers" that suggests they felt themselves working against 

and marginalized by a monolithic dismissal of Y2K. The second argument of this work 

is that the experience of Y2K was broader than its mainstream construction would 

suggest. To emphasize that this narrative is not the only possible understanding of Y2K, 

' This is present tense because the narrative existed prior to 2000 and thus prior to Y2K. 
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I examine the experiences of those who thought the predictions might come true. These 

people looked at the available data and made sometimes drastically different decisions 

about what Y2K was and what it meant, decisions that put them in opposition to the 

standard construction. These believers show, through the different meanings they 

attached to Y2K, that the master narrative "works" only if one shares the same views and 

experiences on which it is predicated. Using discussions drawn from believer interviews 

and secondary data of technology, crisis and preparation, u^sformation, and Y2K as 

mystery, I demonstrate that these believers do not share these predicates entirely. For 

them, Y2K was not a non-event, because it was about more than technology and the 

millennium; it was about personal discovery and change. This evidence supports the idea 

of Y2K as construction by demonstrating that multiple interpretations were possible. 

"Backstory" 

I have an actor friend who, when he doesn't know the details behind something 

I'm telling him, will ask for the "backstory," This means I've told him about, say, getting 

a problem at work resolved, but he doesn't know what the problem was in the first place; 

the backstory would be everything that happened pertinent to the problem up to its 

resolution. Actors and other theatrical workers use this term to describe the background 

detail necessary to understand a character or the contents of a play. We only see a certain 

portion of the story; what has happened before that we need to know? 

For this work, the reader needs to know two elements of the Y2K backstory; how 
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the code bug came to be, and what predictions were made about what the bug might 

cause. In keeping with the idea of backstory, this work can be thought of as a play. My 

story picks up in late 1998/early 1999, when Y2K began to gamer public attention, and 

runs through 2000, when the Y2K story ends because it had been constructed as over. In 

order to understand what happens on the stage I have set, it is necessary to know what 

comes before the beginning of my play. How did this situation, this story of Y2K, come 

to be? These elements of backstory, then, help create this understanding. 

The Computer Bug 

The technical problem at the heart of Y2K is, without any exception I have found, 

undisputed (e.g. Brownlec, Stahura & Yehling 1999; Webster 1999; Zetlin 1999; Hayes 

and Ulrich 1998; Jones 1998; Lefkon 1998; McDermott 1998; Wouters, Vandenbroeck & 

Carmichael 1998; Yourdon and Yourdon 1998; Kappelman 1997; Keogh 1997; Schanzer 

1997) 10 ^ common programming shortcut employed in software development, in use 

since the 1960s, drops the first two digit'- of a four-digit year - the 19 from 1999, for 

example. In such programming, dates are assumed to be only in the twentieth century, 

either explicitly or implicitly." This, it was thought, could be a problem for a number of 

reasons. 

Discussion of Y2K and computing practices in general here, as well as the following section on 
"Practices in the IT Industry," is drawn from these works as well as general knowledge developed during 
fieldwork. Reference to particular works is made only for quotes or specific or unusual data. Hypothetical 
Y2K problems are my own creation unless otherwise noted. The interested reader can find numerous 
similar hypothetical in the references listed. 
" Some programs specify that date codes be understood as "19—" while for others there is no reference to 
centuries. Many programs that operate with date coding have no need (or so it was thought) to know what 
century it is. 
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The most commonly identified concerns lay in progranuning designed to calculate 

dates and use those calculations in some way. As long as the years in question remain in 

two-digit progression - 96,97,98,99 - there is no problem. When the year changes 

from 99 to 00, however, 00 is interpreted as being prior to. rather than sequential with, 99 

- if the computer can interpret the number at all. This is because such programs subtract 

one date from another and use the result to understand where a number falls in the 

sequence. Computers charged with billing, calculating interest, issuing checks, 

forecasting business requirements, monitoring inventory, calculating the age of anything 

(be it person or pill) might incur difHculties. Hypothetically, if a credit card payment was 

due on December 27, 1999, but the payment was delinquent and arrived on January 3, 

2000, a computer operating without an awareness that 00 was later than 99 might 

interpret the payment as nearly a century early. Or worse, it might interpret it as nearly 

-99 years late, in which case it might either charge 99 years' worth of interest, or the 

system might crash. 

What systems would do with nonsensical calculations, like negative years, was 

unknown, but it was conjectured that enough of these illogical results would halt or at 

least slow the normal flow of processing. Computers are machines that operate off logic, 

mathematics, and preset criteria for accepting data. Try inputting data that does not fall 

into these instructions, and most computers will refuse to process it. Many computers are 

programmed with fail-safe mechanisms, such that data that does not meet preset 

"goodness" tests, or any input that will create an error, causes them to shut down. This is 

done to prevent an error from occurring at all, which is usually positive (think of nuclear 
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reactors that shut down rather than melt down). However, in regard to Y2K, such 

programming might cause a computer to shut down or lock up every time it encounters a 

date it thinks inappropriate, leading to hundreds of individual problems. Some are 

specifically programmed to treat 00 as a bad date. 

Further, miscalculated dates might trigger a variety of inappropriate outputs, such 

as computing systems that were monitoring inventories with expiration dates producing 

work orders to destroy good stock, or automated billing and collecting systems, using 

guidelines for writing off debts uncollected alter a certain amount of time, assuming that 

all outstanding accounts were uncollectable. 

Sometimes, programmers assumed that the programs they were writing would not 

be in use by 1999/2000, and thus used 99 and 00 as codes not intended to refer to dates. 

Yourdon and Yourdon (1998) cite two specific examples. A birth year of 99 is 

sometimes used in banking systems not to indicate an account holder was bom in 1999, 

but that he or she was deceased. In a reflection of general concerns about the possibility 

of prison doors swinging open at midnight on December 31, they cite Celko and Celko, 

who reported that in one prison system, the field "prisoner release date" was coded 

999999 for prisoners on death row.'^ The use of date fields to code other data was of 

course not an issue when 1999 and 2000 were far in the future; these practices were 

institutionalized, however, and had not been totally eradicated as these years approached. 

In a related issue, concern was focused early in 1999 on so-called "precursor 

dates" like 9/9/99, and the end of a commonly-used fiscal year in April. In the case of the 
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former, the date was of concern because 99999 was sometimes used as a code that 

indicated a program should terminate operations. In the case of the latter, when 

corporations and some governments ended their fiscal year 1999, their systems would 

begin using 2000 and thus might be early indicators of what problems lay ahead. 

It was uncertainty that was Y2K's biggest threat. The reader may have noticed 

the repeated use of "may" and "might" in the above paragraphs, and will continue to 

notice them through the rest of the discussion. This is deliberate. It was not the case that 

all programs would have Y2K problems. As McDermott (1998) notes, not all 

programmers used the two-digit date shortcut, and not all programs have date-sensitive 

functions. No one knew which programs would be susceptible to problems; there were 

only two ways to know for sure - test or wait. However, testing would only demonstrate 

what was likely to happen in one system; in a network of computers, one crash might 

lead to another, or a power outage could leave even a Y2K-compliant computer 

inoperable. One can fathom the uncertainty with which people who were considering all 

the possible repercussions of Y2K viewed the situation. In the billions (trillions?) of 

pieces of software and microchips in the world, there are trillions of lines of 

programming code. In each line, there might be a Y2K-related problem. 

It is estimated that in the U.S. alone, there are over 36 million software 

applications in use, not counting the home enviroimient (Jones 1998). To the average 

home user, software comes boxed, off the shelf from the office supply or computer 

supply store, and standardized, like Microsoft's ubiquitous Windows^ operating system. 

The first two digits in this 999999 code represent the year date. This is a common system of dating in 
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The software universe, however, is much larger. It includes a wide range, from custom 

programs costing millions of dollars and built to run on mainframe computers to the 

macrowritten by your computer-sawy coworker to automatically calculate an interest 

amortization on her Excel® spreadsheet. While a large institution may be aware of and 

inventory the mainframe and authorized end-user software packages that it has procured, 

it may be unaware of several hundred unauthorized installments and these individually-

written programs. These programs are just as susceptible, if not more so, to Y2K 

problems, and might have been just as likely to crash a system. 

OlOlOO 

The Y2K problem did not end at software in computing systems. So-called 

"embedded" chips, processors found in "pretty much everything with any electronic 

controls" (Zetlin 1999:20) might contain date-oriented programming. Estimates for the 

number of these chips in operation hovered between 25 and 40 billion, with the Garmer 

Group estimating that about 2 percent of them - or 500-800 million - would fail (cited in 

Zetlin 1999). Embedded chips could not be reprogrammed, nor in many cases could their 

behaviors be predicted. Prediction required setting their "clocks" forward, a task 

impossible in machines that do not have a human interface that allowed this to be done. 

For those that did, like VCRs and camcorders, many were not able to handle 00 as a date. 

many programming languages, such that 990101 would be January 1,1999. Note, of course, that therefore 
the "date" 999999 would be nonsensical, since there is no 99* month or 99"' dw. 

A small program written, in the case of Microsoft platforms, in Visual Basic . Macros typically 
automate a common set of steps, like a calculation or the reproduction of text. Viruses are often macros; 
hence if you receive a document via email infected with a virus, your word processor will probably tell you 
diat the program contains macros. 



Webster (1999) relays an anecdote of a friend whose video camera, after having its clock 

set forward in a pre-Y2K test, ejected its tape and froze when its clock reached 2000. For 

items that could not be tested, users had to rely on manufacturers to say whether or not a 

particular device would function (see, for example, Diederich 1999). This was a 

negligible issue for simple objects like toasters, although this was a favorite of the news 

media. It was far more critical and serious for medical equipment like EKG machines. 

Wrapped up in Y2K were two final technical issues. Many programs, especially 

those sold mass-market, are constructed with certain timeframe limitations to their use. 

These limitations manifest in various ways. It was noted (Keogh 1997) that Microsoft 

Office^ products are set to "expire" after a certain date, their programming designed to 

render them useless. Most such programs have expiration coding beyond 2000, so their 

date calculations might be affected by Y2K. Early expiration or crashing due to bad 

calculation outputs were possible. Further, older versions of programs that manipulate 

data in the form of numbers, like spreadsheets and databases, are capable of processing 

dates only up to a certain point. The latest versions of Microsoft's Excel® spreadsheet 

can only handle years up to 2075, for example. Given the broad range of program 

versions currently in use in homes, small businesses, major corporations and institutions 

throughout the world, the scope of systems using programs that might be affected by such 

limitations was unknown and unpredictable. It was possible that older versions might not 

accept 2000 as a date. While not specifically a Y2K issue, these limitations suggest that 

date-related technological booby traps are not an isolated phenomenon. This is a 

discussion to which I will return in the concluding chapter. 
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Finally, 2000 was a leap year, but as leap years go, it was unusual. The standard 

calculation is that leap years are divisible by four, unless they are also divisible by 100, in 

which case the year is not a leap year - unless it is also divisible by 400, in which case it 

is a leap year. Since programming is done by humans, who must possess a certain piece 

of knowledge in order to program properly for it, it was conjectured that many programs 

would not know 2000 was a leap year because not all programmers would be aware of 

the special divide-by-400 rule. This dependence of programming on its human creators 

leads to the larger context in which the bug originated, that of practices in the information 

technology industry. 

How Did We Get Here? 

Computers do not think. They are "dumb boxes," which can only do what a 

human has instructed them to do. Certainly, they carry out computations and 

comparisons and sorting activities far faster than humans can, and manipulate data and 

even grow hypothetical species'^, but they do all this as a result of the programmed 

instructions provided them. These facts sometimes get lost in Western cultural 

mythology that enjoys playmg with the idea of artificial intelligence and thinking 

machines - witness HAL in Arthur C. Clarke's 2001: A Space Odvssev. which became a 

rather ubiquitous icon diuing the year 2001. 

The date bug, however, was a reminder that humans still run the show, or at least 

create it. It is also a reminder to social scientists to always look to the contextual and 
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human elements in any situation seemingly "just" about technology. The practices and 

behaviors found among progranuners and the (then and still) infant information 

technology (IT) industry created the environment in which the bug was possible. It was 

bom in the development of two-digit date programming to meet program requirements 

and adapt to the constraints of computing technology available at the time. This 

programming was then codified as an implicit and explicit standard, promulgating it. 

Combined with other practices, such as not keeping records of how programs were 

developed, and other conditions like rapid turnover in staff and rapid evolution of 

programming languages, what started as a contingent adaptation to a temporary situation 

became embedded in the practices of the system. This type of building-in of uncertainty 

and potential failure is not uncommon among industries dealing with complex 

technologies (Perrow 1984). 

We must also remember that like any group of people, programmers are subject to 

the practices and biases of the cultural system from which they come. For example, it 

has been suggested that the common American practice of dropping the first two digits of 

a year in conversation contributed to Y2K.'^''' An easy example is graduation dates: I 

ahnost invariable say, "I was Class of '95." As reflected in date-bug-prone computers, 

the assumption behind such verbal shortcutting is that the listener knows what century I 

For example, a program called "Genesis" (or SymSimian) enables users to create artificial landscapes 
populated with agents and simulates foraging and social behavior. See 
http://www.ic.arizona.edu/~lansing/home.htm. 

However, people seem to be struggling with this practice now that the last two digits are so low - 00,01 
- and don't seem to roll off the tongue as easily as higher digits - 98,99. 
" In regard to this tendency, Lefkon (I998:xvi) curiously notes, "Several of the Y2K gurus gossiping over 
the Internet don't just want systems to work right and interfaces to carry a four-digit year. They won't rest 
'until every man, woman and child around the globe' also says M998' instead of "98'." 

http://www.ic.arizona.edu/~lansing/home.htm
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am talking about, and can fill in the blanks. Such cultural conventions easily become part 

of programming conventions, especially when programming - even computing itself -

has been largely a Western-dominated field (Raman and Watson 1994). 

In interviews, one man lamented the lack of follow-up or reflection on Y2K by, 

among others, the information technology industry. However, he was not wholly correct. 

Braithwaite (2000) is an example of work examining the practices and organizational 

tendencies that contributed to the date bug. As he writes, "Now is the time to condemn 

the bad practices [of the IT industry] and evaluate the questionable ones that produced the 

Y2K crisis," (xvii-xviii). His "short summary" of some of these practices and conditions 

(1-2) include: 

• Explosive growth of the technology 
• Failure to acknowledge limitations inherent to applications of the technology 
• Difficulty in managing the "creeping" complexity of evolving applications 
• Lack of executive involvement in critical IT decisions 
• The slow emergence of standards 
• Chronic shortage of trained, experienced IT personnel 
• Failure to adopt or enforce those standards that did emerge 
• Lack of critical thinking regarding IT and its applications 
• Failure to manage risk 
• Failure to enforce discipline in the development of systems and their delivery 
• Failure to insist on quality as a primary design criteria 
• Failure to fund operations and maintenance adequately 
• Lack of accountability 

Clearly, there was a wide range of practices in the IT profession" that contributed 

to the date bug, making Y2K possible. Let us start at the beginning. Why did the 

programming shortcut of using only the last two digits of the four-digit year exist? The 

Whether or not there js an IT profession seems under discussion. Braithwaite (2000) seems to argue that 
it is the lack of professionalism, with its incumbent standards of practice, that largely contributed to the 
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most commonly cited reason is to save memory space. Four GB'* of internal disk storage 

space is routine even in home computers today. In the 1960s, however, it was normal to 

have just 32 KB. Because internal memory was at such a premium, external systems like 

punch cards were used. These storage methods were time-consuming and enormously 

expensive. In 1963, one megabyte of storage cost over $2,000 a year; in 1972, over 

$400; in 1999, about $1 (Zetlin 1999). With space at such a premium, any method of 

saving it was useful and programmers working during the 1960s and 1970s found cutting 

two digits off four-digit years to be an effective method." In an average-sized company, 

reducing date digits by two reduces required storage by 33% (Zetlin 1999). 

Programming makes computers compute. Like a recipe, a program lists out the 

steps needed to accomplish a particular task, like opening a file or processing data. Like 

a recipe also, these steps must be precise and exact, without room for interpretation, and 

they must be followed correctly in order to produce the right outcome. A computer 

cannot compute without a program. The problem with programming, however, is that the 

limits of the program and its ability to flmction are defined by the limits of the 

programmer's ability to map out steps. Biro (1999) tells of a game he used to play that 

illustrates this problem. Take two people; designate one as the computer and the other as 

programmer. The "computer" turns away from the "programmer." The goal is for the 

programmer to get the computer to execute a task, like tying a tie, by giving instructions. 

existence of Y2iC. See also Ayres 1999, Yourdon 1986, on problematic industry practices and their 
potential ramifications. 

Gigabytes, or a billion bytes. A byte is a single character of storage. 
" Kappelman (cited in Jones 1999) estimates that the savings accrued over the last 30 years from this 
storage conservation is roughly equal to the costs of repairing Y21C. It was an expense delayed, rather than 
avoided. 



The computer is to interpret these as literally as possible - not reading anything into the 

instructions or filling in any gaps - and do only what is instructed. Biro comments, 

"Most of us, unless specifically trained, find it difficult to describe commonplace tasks 

with the precision necessary to allow a mindless slave no opportunity to waver from the 

desired result" (95). 

Many authors (e.g. Jones 1999, Zetlin 1999, Yourdon & Yourdon 1998) are quick 

to point out that these programming methods were used at the explicit request of 

customers and executives, and that we carmot solely blame the programmers, who were 

just trying to meet requirements. These authors note that there was little point in 

programmers drawing attention to the possibility that in 30 years these programs might 

self-destruct: "It is plainly not very effective to raise concerns about problems that won't 

occur until long after all of the executives and clients who might repair the situation have 

retired" (Jones 1999:23). In other words, no one wanted to risk sabotaging their careers 

over a possibility far in the future. "The year 2000 was so far away that the digits that 

represent the year 00 were more likely to be data errors than real years" (Keogh 1997: 

41). 

Programmers widely claim that they did not worry about the long-term 

ramifications of the shortcuts, because they did not anticipate these programs would still 

be in use 30 years later. Two factors are at work in this assumption, and in the fact that it 

often was wrong. Anyone who has tried to keep up with the latest in computing will 

know that generational turnover is very high; my two-year-old computer is, by industry 

standards, obsolete. The industry is in large part driven by what is called Moore's Law, 
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which states that the speed of microprocessors will increase every 18 months. Given this 

orientation toward rapid obsolescence, it is not unreasonable for programmers to believe 

that their work would no longer be in use by the time 2000 rolled around. Moreover, it 

stands to reason that most of these programmers were not even projecting the 

ramifications of their acts so far into the future - they were, at the time, concerned with 

deadlines and budgets and requirements, not with a distant future. Like Scarlett O'Hara, 

those who might have worried about Y2K were always convinced that they could think 

about the problem tomorrow - even, as Schanzer (1997) notes, as late as 1995, when 

personal computers with Y2K problems were still being shipped."" 

That much of this code was still evident in computing programming by the late 

1990s is a manifestation of standards and of "legacy" code. Both implicit and explicit 

programming standards developed over time as agreements between practitioners and 

users.-' Developments that were effective - saving time, space, or money, or working 

better - gradually spread throughout the practitioner community as implicit standards and 

were adopted into more and more programs. Some were eventually codified as explicit 

standards, either as part of a progranmiing language or practices taught in schools. Two-

digit-date programming, which certainly did not start out as a standard, became at least an 

implicit standard as clients demanded It and programmers saw it as a way to meet the 

requirements they were given. Although many programmers recognized the inherent 

flaw in the two-digit date, as it became a standard it became increasingly more difficult 

^ There were programmers trying to alert people to potential problems as early as the 1960s. See Nations 
1999 for a brief review. 

See Rawlins (1997:48-52) for a discussion of the development of both types of standards during the days 
prior to the 1960s, which are outside the scope of this work but still of interest. 
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not to use it. Again, though, in general it was believed that by the time the date was an 

issue, this code would be long gone. This brings us to legacy code. 

Legacy code is the bits and pieces of programming that survive as systems are 

upgraded and overhauled over time. It survives because of the often fragmented ways in 

which information technology programs are managed, especially in large institutions like 

multinational corporations. Suppose that in 1970, a manufacturer assigns its resident 

programmer (or worse, a freelancer or outsourcing company) to write a custom program 

to handle its inventory management. As was commonly the case, this individual was not 

under any formal supervisory structure and did not operate according to standards of 

documentation or work process, because such structures and institutions did not exist at 

the time. As Yourdon and Yourdon (1999) explain, this led to idiosyncrasies like using 

pets' names as labels for operational outputs, without documenting anywhere, either in 

the code itself or on paper, what these labels stood for. Five years later, the programmer 

leaves the company, taking with him this important knowledge about the program. 

Fast forward over the next 20 years. Numerous individual programmers, each 

following their own personalized styles, handle this inventory program as they update, 

change, delete, and otherwise tinker with it. In some places, they have to leave in code 

whose function is unknown, as there is no documentation about the work processes or 

business requirements that drove it. In other places, there is code that, while the source 

code^ exists, it is written in a progranuning language no longer commonly taught and 

^ Source code is the code written by a programmer in a particular programming language, like COBOL 
(Common Business-Oriented Language) or C-h-. Computers mm this into object coding, which consists of 
a series of letters and numbers. Object coding is, by all reports, extremely difficult to decipher without its 
source code. 
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which none of our hypothetical programmers know." Some of it is "dead code," or 

portions of programming that do not serve any function but are still there. Some of it is 

"spaghetti code," or a tangle of if^ then, and goto statements that reference each other and 

must be untangled to find the origins (Zetlin 1999). These programmers in turn do not 

document their own processes. During the mid-1990s, the manufacturer establishes an IT 

department, which decides, for lack of funding and because the program is by this time so 

embedded in other systems, to leave it in place rather than replace it. When Y2K 

becomes a concern, half of this now 25-year-old program is legacy code, much of which 

cannot be deciphered. 

Among U.S. businesses, which represent the cornerstone of the American 

capitalist miracle and are thus important, the realization that "mission-critical"^^ software 

might be inherently irreparable was apparently a wake-up call. It was reported in some 

business magazines that one "silver lining" of Y2K was that IT departments, CIOs, and 

CTOs*^ finally gained the recognition and statiire within corporations that they need to 

effectively manage the organizations' computing elements. Prior to the concern over 

Y2K-related liabilities, these elements of the organization were frequently considered not 

of strategic concern to businesses. Faced with the realities of being reliant on computers 

and IT practices, corporate boards and CEOs finally acknowledged the mission-critical 

nature of computing systems. As Braithwaite (2000:2) notes, "business, government, 

society and individuals [are] in positions of dependence on many [computing] systems 

^ Programs are commonly written using a combination of several languages; there are currently over 2,000 
languages. 

Mission critical means that the element in question is vital to the proper functioning of the business. For 
example, billing and debt collection are mission-critical because they ensure income. 
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that are fiindamentally unstable, unreliable, insecure, and very difficult to administer and 

maintain" and Y2K was a wake-up call to this reality. 

1 have already reviewed why the bug might cause computers to crash. Although 

warnings were made as early as 1968 (Nations 1999), and large U.S. corporations 

generally starting working on remediation*' by the mid-1990s, there was still concern that 

not enough remediation would be done in time to mitigate the worst effects.'^ In part, this 

stemmed from cultural aspects of risk assessment that I will consider in Chapter Two. 

There were practices and conditions in the IT industry that also conU-ibuted, however. A 

chronic shortage of qualified and experienced employees was in large part responsible. 

An estimated 300,000 IT jobs went unfilled in the U.S. during the late 1990s (Brodie and 

Farrell 2000)." Moreover, this shortage leads to competition among employers, inflating 

salaries and making it difficult to afford a full and well-qualified staff. This was 

especially true during date-bug remediation. Y2K conversion consultants earned 

$100,000 to $150,000 per year, conservatively, and experienced COBOL programmers, 

the most frequently required, easily exceeded $50 an hour (Weldon 1997). The fact that 

remediation had a deadline pushed employers further against the wall; Y2K employees 

often demanded extremely high salaries and stayed only a month or two. In their 

^ CIO - Chief Information Officer; CTO - Chief Technology Officer. 
^ The process of finding and correcting Y2K-related problems or replacing software with Y2K problems; 
this sometimes involved the upgrading of computers. 
^ The reasoning behind this is if 10 computers are going to crash and you manage to fix eight of the most 
critical of them, the repercussions of the remaining two crashing probably won't be as bad as if all had 
crashed. 
^ To be particularly thorough about this contextual element, I would need to discuss the educational 
environment in the U.S., specifically technical education, but this is out of my scope. 
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defense, these workers were frequently pushed to the limits, working in round-the-clock 

shifts, sleeping at their desks, putting in 15-hour days - or more (Cook 1999). 

The above scenario on legacy code, versions of which populate many books on 

Y2K", conveys some sense of the role that IT management played in creating the 

environment in which the date bug thrived. The industry as a whole, however, has 

practices and conditions that contributed to the situation. For example, the above only 

addresses a scenario for business users. For home users, a population which during the 

1990s grew exponentially (in October 2000, 51% of U.S. households owned PCs, up 

84.6% from 1994 (NTIA 2000)), the situation could have been even worse. Despite 

recent antitrust sentiments against Microsoft, the PC software world is populated by 

hundreds of small companies producing a few titles each. In an industry experiencing 

rapid turnover and consolidation among its players, these companies may go out of 

business or be bought by a competitor, and be no longer available to support their 

products. Home users also do not always upgrade when a new version of a program 

comes out, as business users often do, and thus may be using versions no longer 

supported. Even when these users had the latest version of software from a company still 

in business, they were largely at its mercy regarding date bug fixes. This is because the 

average home user lacked the abilities to fix problems in their prepackaged software, 

even if they could get to the source code. For many mass-market software products, this 

is impossible, as source code is proprietary and thus hidden. 

^ See list on page 18. 
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For the individual user, and even for the computing professional, there has been a 

gradual increase in the distance between themselves and the inner workings of the 

computer. At the same time, there has been a drastic increase in the power and 

capabilities of computers. In their first forms, interfaces between computer and user (that 

is, how a person put data into a computer) consisted of toggle switches, which, when 

flipped in a certain progression, would indicate data in binary code to the computer. 

Keyboard interfaces were later developed that would allow an individual to input code, 

but this was still an intimate process because the computer relied on the code to run. This 

changed drastically with the GUI, or graphical user interface. A GUI is what I see today 

when I sit down at my computer; a screen with icons that represent programs, that I can 

click on to start the program. I do not have to know any code to use the computer, nor do 

I need to have anything but the most basic knowledge of how the computer operates. 1 

press buttons, things happen. I keep a great deal of my life (at least, in terms of 

documents) on a machine about which I know very little, and which I am largely unable 

to fix should something go wrong. For those who "woke up" to Y2K on a personal level, 

this was a sobering realization.^" 

Without getting too far ahead of the flow of my discussion, I want to point here to 

an idea that gets further attention in Chapter Two, Perrow's (1984) theory of "normal 

accidents." This theory states that everything in a designed system is subject to failure, 

including the operators of the system and the organizational environment that supports it. 

Vulnerability is an inherent part of the system, then, and the realization of this 

^ See discussion of technology in Chapter Three. 



vulnerability (commonly called failure or an accident) is normal because it is inescapable. 

Moreover, because all elements are subject to failure and one element can cause another 

to fail, all elements individually as well as their interactions must be examined to fix 

responsibility for an accident. 

This theory Is useful because it encourages us to look at the role of organizations 

and operators in creating a (potential) risk and thus moves us beyond looking only at the 

technology itself. Some people wanted to blame programmers for Y2K, for using two-

digit dates in the first place and not fixing their "mistakes" sooner. Few suggested we 

blame professional practices, the IT industry, or corporate policy, yet these elements 

helped create the shortcut, fostered its proliferation, and made it difficult to fix. 

Application of this theory then begins to move us from focusing only on the 

technological elements at the heart of Y2K, toward understanding its cultural context. 

However, that Is work for another chapter. 

Y2K was thus bom of a decision by programmers that, in its context, made sense. 

It was a solution to a problem that at the time took precedence. It was not the case that 

no one knew this might be the source of problems later on; even as far back as the 1960s, 

there were people warning about the possibilities (Nations 1999). Of course, in the 

1960s, 2000 looked a lot different than it did in the late 1990s (see, for example, 

predictions in Wall Street Staff 1966). That's the problem with predictions - they have to 

be based on the available evidence. Progranuners thought they would either get around 

to changing date coding to four digits, or software using it would be obsolete, by the time 

it became a problem. By the late 1990s, another set of predictions were being made with 
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regard to this date coding. Again, these predictions were based on the available data. 

What Might Have Been 

Some predictions: 

"The year 2000 problem may possibly exceed the great stock market crash of 
1929 and the following depression..." (Jones 1998: 5) 

"The myth, madness, prophecy, and technological nightmare that await us in the 
Year 2000, when combined with fear and the human propensity for irrational behavior in 
the face of fear, may all combine to create one of the most severe economic 
conflagrations ever witnessed." (Bernstein 1999:187) 

"To fix one computer is not sufficient. We must fix every computer that is in the 
system, and then coordinate these fixes, all over the world. In short - and I mean this 
literally - the programmer had better be God. He must be omniscient. He must also be 
omnipotent. He must know exactly what to do and have the power to make other 
programmers do it his way." (Gary North quoted in Kappelman 1997: 113)^' 

"By the middle of 2000, New York City will look like Beirut." (Paul Milne, 
"Year 2000 Survivalist," quoted in Zetlin 1999:23) 

There was a raft of numbers associated with Y2K predictions, very few of them 

good news. A widely cited figure from the Garmer Group, a respected consulting firm, 

predicted that fixing the date bug would cost $600 billion worldwide (McDermott 1998). 

While the Federal Reserve Bank of Philadelphia predicted that spending related to these 

repairs would boost the nation's gross domestic product (GDP) by $8 billion, it also 

predicted that bug-related disruptions would reduce the GDP by $24 billion (Donohue 

1999). Billions of lines of code in millions of computer systems had to be fixed; at the 

Department of Defense, 1,500 "mission-critical" systems were identified (Glascock 

Although North uses the gendered pronoun "He'* in specific reference to God, this raises the question of 
gender and Y2K. A gender analysis was not possible based on my data. 
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1999). The Federal Reserve added one-third more cash to the currency reserves in 

anticipation of the new year (Associated Press 1999), while across the country, law 

enforcement agencies were canceling vacations, adding staff, and preparing for any 

contingency (Phillips 1999). One international security consultant predicted that there 

would be 10 to 15 terrorist "events" marking the millennium (Gordon 1999). While the 

American Red Cross advised people to prepare for several days to a week of difficulties 

"as you would in preparation for a storm of any kind" (American Red Cross 1999), 

Gartner Group asserted that 15% of date bug problems would be felt in 2001, stretching 

the window of difficulty to 30 months (Alexander 1999). 

The consensus about the potential consequences of the millennium bug, at least 

among those concerned about them, was that the worst part was the unknown - and to 

some extent, it was all unknown. There was concern that finding all the systems and 

objects affected by the bug would difficult, if not impossible, based on the idea that 

computing has taken on a largely hidden or unrecognized role in the functioning of 

Western society. Further, while individual systems might be deemed "Y2K compliant," 

meaning they could handle the date change, the interconnectedness of these systems 

made it hard to know how one might affect another. These attributes of computing in the 

contemporary era were coupled with the sense that humanity faced an unprecedented 

situation - a potentially global meltdown of infrastructures that people have become 

largely dependent upon for food, water, heat and light, transportation, information, and 

the day-to-day running of capitalist systems. These factors together created the sense that 

very little could be known. 
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In contrast to these predictions and unknowns, there was just as much feeling that 

the situation was not a major problem and could be dealt with via expertise and American 

can-do. An "expert" wrote in Newsweek (Hillis 1999: 12) that 

I feel like a traitor for breaking ranks with my fellow computer experts and admitting 
what I really think. The truth is that society is not nearly so dependent on bug-free 
technology as the experts would led you to believe. Most mainframes are not doing 
anything of earth-shattering, time-critical importance. The paychecks they write can 
still be verified by humans before they are mailed. And most microprocessors 
embedded in industrial equipment do not even know what time it is, much less 
depend on the date's being right. 

In a handbook advising local governments on preparations, the president of the Center for 

Year 2000 Community Action Plans (1999) wrote, "If we plan ahead we will be prepared 

to fix any problems that do arise...no matter what may occur, good old American 

ingenuity will take over from there." Foreshadowing the eventual consensus on Y2K, 

Bank of America Executive Vice President of Technology Cheryl Kane was quoted in the 

Los Angeles Times in 1997 as saying that Y2K "will be a nonevent" (Miller 1997:A1)." 

Infrastructure institutions like utility corporations and banks rushed to assure customers 

that service would be uninterrupted." So-called "Y2K guru" Peter de Jager, who for 

most of the 1990s had been leading the charge on Y2K", was by early 1999 saying the 

date bug had been fixed. "There's a tremendous amount of hype and exaggeration, and 

now everybody believes the world is going to come to an end when, in reality, we've 

fixed it.. .1 believe so strongly that we're going to be okay I will be in the air" at midnight 

^ Although she does go on to admit that she's worried about her lawn sprinklers, her outside lights, and her 
heater. 

For example, I collected such brochures from Tucson Electric Power, Norwest bank, and the City of 
Tucson. 

de Jager was so influential that the American Stock Exchange had a "de Jager Year 2000 Index" fiind 
based on his selections of companies likely to benefit from Y2K (McDermott 1998). 



39 

(de Jager quoted in Green 1999). During the randomized telephone interviews I 

conducted, I found no one who was worried about Y2K: "I'm not worried about it. I 

think it's well in hand. I think it's more or less a hyped thing anyway. It may be more 

important in the backwards Third World. But in the modem, up to date countries, I don't 

think it's going to be a problem at all." 

In these numbers, predictions and preparations, we begin to see the morphing of 

the date bug into Y2K, a complex web of techno-social interactions and reactions. In this 

section, I characterize predictions along five themes, moving "out" from the technology-

based heart of Y2K to more abstract social ramifications." Each of these layers takes us 

further away from the technical "root cause" of Y2K but demonstrates the dense web of 

potentialities resting on flaws in tiny bits of code. In doing so, I want to foster a 

conception of Y2K as the sum of many factors. 

This is not (cannot be) a thorough review of all the possibilities; rather, it gives 

insight into the broad range of possibilities involved in Y2K, as well as the flexibility of 

interpretation present in its meaning and attributes. This will stand in contrast to the 

inflexibility and specificity assigned to Y2K as meanings became stabilized, especially 

after it was considered over. Further, at each level, we see how the degree of uncertainty 

increases as the level of concreteness seems to diminish. Predictions based on the 

immediate ramifications of singiUar computer failures, the first level, seem much more 

" This discussion is generalized from the same sources as I used in the previous section's discussion of the 
two-digit programming decision; see list on page 11. To this I have added media sources that are specified 
in the text 
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plausible than those based on possible social reactions seen at the fourth and fifth levels.^^ 

At each point along the continuum of belief about Y2K (Webster 1999), from 

"just kidding" (nothing will happen) to "it can't happen here" (the end of the world as we 

know it), we can place some portion of the national population, although we would have 

to add "never heard of it" to one end. It's important to stress that the construction of 

Y2K happened gradually. During 1999, a narrative of what Y2K was and what might 

happen was developed that is reflected in this section's discussion. During 2000, an 

additional narrative was added to this first, that reframed predictions, reduced the 

uncertainty and defmitional flexibility present, and added an ending to the story. That 

process is covered in the argumentative portion of this work. 

The first level of concern was with individual computing systems and the 

immediate consequences of their failures. Failures among "pillars" of Westem society -

businesses, government, and nonprofit organizations - were the prime focus. In business, 

discussions were often delineated along industry lines, such as aviation, fmance, and 

health care, and between small "Mom and Pop" businesses and large (national or 

multinational) corporations. The Gartner Group, a consultancy, predicted that 15 percent 

of companies in the U.S. would have a "mission-critical failure" (Bennett 1999). 

At this level, targets of concern were mainfirame computers, PCs, and devices 

with embedded chips. As the most immediate of bug-related problems, failure at this 

level was generally the first thing an organization planned against. Wired" s (Ullman 

1999) article on Texaco's Y2K preparations provides a good example. Texaco has 

This difference might be marked by calling theories closer to singular failures "predictions," with their 
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hundreds of devices like their remote terminal unit, a paperback-sized box containing 

several integrated circuit boards, each with its own chips. The unit has one task, to read 

flow through pipelines. These devices feed data to an acquisition and control computer, 

which collects all the information Texaco needs to run its operations, about 30,000 points 

of data at any given moment. While the company can dispense products without this 

data, they would still be crippled by such a loss: the data allow them to bill customers and 

thus collect revenue. 

The relationship between programming failures at this level and their associated 

flmctions is fairly direct. For example, in the flnance industry, software controls interest 

calculations, account balance tabulation, credit card billing, and mortgage or loan interest 

calculations, maintains lease records, and conducts electronic transactions like fund 

transfers. Programming failures in any of these functions could disable them 

temporarily, interrupting the normal flow of business, diverting capital and people power 

from other business areas. Realized on a large enough scale (and what that might be was 

a subject for speculation) failures might impact businesses' financial state, leading to lost 

income and lowered stock value, liability and potential lawsuits, and the possibilities of 

lost market share, job cuts, executive shake-ups at unprepared companies, and even 

bankruptcy. Jones (1997) predicted bankruptcy or total closure rates in the U.S. of 1% 

among Fortime 500 companies, 3% among small companies^^ (with fewer than 100 

employees), and 5% to 7% among mid-sized businesses (1,000 to 10,000 employees). In 

implication of being based on data, and calling those further away "speculation," with its implication of 
being unfounded. However, these are value judgments I am unwilling to make. 
" This is in addition to the normally high rate of failure among such organizations, of more than S0% 
within the first two years. 
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this last category, that translates to between 1,500 and 2,100 organizations. Certainly 

bankruptcy is a worst-case scenario. 

For government and nonprofit organizations, these first-level concerns had more 

to do with the impact of failures on their ability to deliver the services that people need 

and have come to expect (Subcommittee on Government Management, Information, and 

Technology 1999a, b, c)." For example, the federal Department of Agriculture is 

responsible for several state-run food programs, including the child nutrition program 

which serves 27 million lunches a day. This program was one of 10 essential federal 

programs administered by states that were not fully Y2K compliant in September 1999 

(Morella 1999). These included food stamps, food safety inspections, child welfare, and 

Medicaid - programs that support the most vulnerable portions of the U.S. population. In 

the same report, of 43 federal "high impact programs" that affect the lives of nearly every 

American, only seven were found either Y2K compliant or on schedule. Complicating 

the issue, many states plaimed fourth-quarter completions of remediation programs; this 

meant that even if they stayed on schedule, whether they had been successful would be 

unknown until late in 1999. The Social Security Administration planned to distribute 

checks a day earlier than usual to counteract any end-of-year problems, despite spending 

$48.3 million to fix 35 million lines of code (Love 1999). 

The second level of concern centered on the interaction of multiple individual 

computer systems. In many businesses and institutions like government, operations 

depend on exchange of data between individual computers, or between mainframes and 
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desktops. The Internet is a good example of such networking, as are the electronic 

systems that connect stores to credit card companies. The fear was that a crash or data 

error in one computer would in turn cause similar problems in another - even one that 

had been remediated - and on down the line. Recall the Texaco example above. Failure 

of the remote terminal unit to deliver data would stall the appropriate operations of the 

data collecting and processing computer. The data processing computer is dependent on 

the correct operation of the devices it collects from to accomplish its flmction. Such 

failures were called "cascading." 

The prediction of cascading failures represents concern over the degree of 

interconnectedness within computing systems. At the extreme, it was suggested (Hyatt 

1998:15) that "there is such massive data exchange, all it takes is one computer to corrupt 

the entire financial information system." Companies were urged to examine every link 

between computers on their internal networks as well as their external ones. In a 

pharmaceutical company in which I was employed, the plants used software that mapped 

the best schedule for production of multiple drugs in the same facility. Once the program 

made the schedule, it ordered raw materials and any equipment necessary, communicated 

with an online production database that showed salespeople and customers when 

products would be available, and signaled financial software of debits from material 

ordering and expected inventory for sale. A mistake by this software could trigger 

mistakes in any of these other systems. 

Often the degree of interconnectedness was not known. Computing systems and 

To some extent this is no different than what businesses were focused on, since they were worried about 
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the links between them are generally not built as a whole; rather they grow up gradually 

as individual parts are fitted together. It may be difficult, if not impossible, to fix piece-

by-piece a system that was built in this manner. McDermott (1999) gives the example of 

EDI, or electronic data interchange systems. These allow companies to exchange data, 

often for billing or inventory, through an automatic system, but require enormous effort 

to set up because of the interface protocols required. A company that made any change 

to any system linked by EDI to another company's systems would have to communicate 

that change and possibly change the interface protocol as well. 

There is very little concrete data available on these interconnected systems or 

what the ramifications of their failures might be, precisely because of the difficulty 

behind knowing how they would operate in failure. Enron (quoted in Zuckerman 1999: 

4B), a large worldwide supplier of energy, made a typically vague statement in a Y2K 

disclosure to the Securities and Exchange Commission in 1999: 

Some of the embedded chips that fail to operate or that produce anomalous results 
may create system disruptions or failures. Some of these disruptions or failures may 
spread from the systems in which they are located to other systems in a cascade. 
These cascading failures may have adverse effects upon Enron's ability to maintain 
safe operations and may also have adverse effects upon Enron's ability to serve its 
customers. 

The third level of concern focused on the failure of infrastructure systems, such as 

utility provision, especially electricity. This concern was closely related to that of 

interconnected computer systems, but it added an extra element because should basic 

services go out, this failure could have major impacts on society as a whole. 

being able to deliver to their customers. Citizens (in general for the government and specific populations 
for nonprofit groups) are the "customers" for government and nonprofit organizations. 
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Foreshadowing the 2000/2001 California power crisis, Y2K provided a crash course in 

the U.S. power generation system. The electricity we use often comes from a "grid" of 

about 3,200 interconnecting power generation stations across the country (CNNfii 1999). 

The system is designed this way in part because power must be used on production; it 

cannot be stored or else the system may be damaged (Alexander 1999). A balance is 

achieved by trading power across the network. In most cases, more connections between 

nodes in the grid strengthens it, by ensuring that if some go down, others can replace the 

slack. However, in the case of Y2K, a shutdown or surge in demand in one area might 

threaten the whole network. Power plants would then have to uncouple from the network 

and operate on their own (Laviana 1999), which might pose some difficulties for areas 

exceeding their own generating capabilities, like California. All phases of electricity 

generation employ systems thought to have date bug issues (CNNfh 1999). 

One particular aspect of the power generation infrastructure that caused worry 

was nuclear power. Nuclear power in the U.S. has a relatively low-key presence; with 

few exceptions (notably Three Mile Island) there have been no publicly reported 

incidents involving their failure. Reactor failure in other countries, such as the former 

Soviet Union, has been seen in the U.S. as easy to dismiss as the resuh of social and 

economic decay (Beck 1992). The date bug, with its technological roots and 

unpredictable outcomes, made concerns over nuclear safety not as easy to dismiss. In the 

wake of Y2K concerns, a nuclear safety engineer told a White House audience that a 

Nuclear Regulatory Commission report estimated an accident at one plant in Maryland 

could produce 5,600 deaths within a year and 23,000 additional deaths from cancer 
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(Lochbaum 1999). 

In the U.S., there are 103 operating nuclear reactors, mostly located in the more 

densely populated East Coast areas (Willemssen and Rhodes 1999). These facilities 

faced both internal and external threats. Loss of reactor monitoring and control, 

emergency equipment failures, water for cooling the reactor cores, and off-site power 

supplies were of major concern. Nuclear Regulatory Commission studies have shown 

that "station blackout" or loss of external power is a major contributor to reactor core 

damage. By October 1999,96 reactors had completed remediation work. While all 

plants had contingency plans in place covering natural disasters, and added Y2K-specific 

plans, there was no requirement that they make "Day One" plans guiding staff through 

the date roll-over. Industry reassurances were widely based on the assumption that 

nuclear power plants already operate with the possibility of failure, and have sufficient 

plans in place to manage this failure. Y2IC would be no different. 

The fourth level of concern emphasized societal impacts, often dependent upon 

infrastructure-level failures. For example, what would happen should a nuclear power 

facility have a radiation leak? Or, returning to some of the examples used in above 

discussions: what if Texaco went out of business? What if the power went out in New 

York City, or anywhere else? As we have moved out through these layers, the 

uncertainty has become more obvious, as has the ever-widening scope of possibility. In 

this layer, both reach a maximum. There was virtually no end to the speculation 

pertaining to possible societal-level impacts. This unlimited quality demonstrates both 

the degree of complexity with which people were confronted when they tried to evaluate 
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Y2K, and the lack of prior reflection on how dependent - or not - the functioning of 

society is on its technological counterparts. 

Effects at this level are related to the idea of systems, with their inherent coupling: 

one thing affects another, which in turn affects another. Berstein (1999) offers a 

scenario: say that the government institutions responsible for social welfare programs like 

Social Security and food stamps are unable to issue checks. Those dependent on this 

income, such as people living below the poverty line, would be unable to pay their rent or 

utility bills, buy food or medication. In their already vulnerable position, such 

individuals likely lack the resources to mitigate their dependency on this income. 

Berstein goes on, somewhat insensitive but not entirely unrepresentative, to say, "If such 

[support is] disrupted because of Y2K problems, the results may well be rioting and/or 

looting. Imagine how angry people will be if they can't get their food stamps or welfare 

checks. Their rage would be understandable" (164). 

A major prediction of the social ramifications of Y2K dealt with the possibility of 

economic recession or even depression. The scale of such a possibility was likened both 

to the Great Depression (Webster 1999) and to the 1973-74 oil crisis (Yardeni 1998). In 

at least two scenarios (Webster 1999, Yourdon 1999), it was suggested that Y2K would 

make the U.S. into a Third World country, "where nothing works particularly well" 

(Yourdon 1999:26). Yourdon goes on to say that this will result not just firom the damage 

to the economy, but from a fundamental change in the culture. In an environment where, 

from one day to the next, there is no way to know if something will be working or not, 

there is a maflana attitude "that citizens in many developing nations take for granted." 
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This attitude would manifest in the U.S. as a result of the profound change in life that 

Y2K might bring; "If we don't get it done today (because of Y2K disruptions), we'll get 

it done tomorrow...or next week...or next month...or maybe we'll decide that it wasn't 

so important after all, and we simply won't do it" (26). 

Of all the unknowns in Y2K, social reaction was the greatest. Confusion, 

misinformation, and panic were the most feared reactions, and hardest to predict. They 

were primary motivating factors behind the efforts of the U.S. goverrmient, especially the 

hearings held before Congress: 

This series of hearings has served to educate the public about the magnitude and 
scope of the Y2K problem. And although it has been my experience that most people 
are aware of the Y2K issue, they still do not have a good understanding of its 
potential impact or lack of impact. I am concerned because, unless we get the 
message out, the level of public fear could rise. (Barcia 1999:7) 

This member of Congress goes on to mention the potentially dangerous effect of NBC's 

"Y2K: The Movie"": "In the absence of facts, what is designed to be entertainment could 

achieve the saddest effect" of causing panic. Banks were on guard for runs on their 

deposits, counseling tellers to watch for uncharacteristic withdrawals (Sabatini 1999). 

These banks were worried that customers might be responding to scams convincing them 

to hand over money for "safekeeping," as well as concerned about customers carrying 

large amounts of cash during a potentially unstable time. "Misinformation"'"' about Y2K 

was a similar concern. John Koskinen, the U.S. government's Y2K "czar," was 

particularly alarmed by nunors that Y2K would cause nuclear weapons to launch and that 

"originally aired November 21, 1999. 
^ What constitutes "misinformation," of course, is a subjective judgment. One Congressman expressed 
worry over the fact that people had stopped buying computers until after January 1,2000, supposedly 
causing IBM's stock to decline. He specifically cites misinformation and the Y2K movie (Turner 1999). 
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the U.S. would use Y2K as an excuse to declare martial law (Koskinen 1999). 

Each of the preceding layers represent fairly commonly expressed concerns. The 

concerns in the fifth and final layer, however, are specific to certain sets of individuals 

with what we might call more marginalized interests and interpretations. Chief among 

these were millennial Christians, members of the militia and survivalist movements, and 

community- and transformation-oriented Y2K activists. These are groups whose 

constructions of Y2K differed fairly dramatically from the mainsu-eam consttuction, even 

during the uncertainty and flexibility of the pre-2000 period. 

For those who subscribe to ideas and values identified with militia and survivalist 

movements, Y2K carried special significance (Hoplight-Tapia 2000). Such individuals 

had been anticipating major social change for some time, and saw Y2K as the fulfillment 

of their expectations. While they themselves were prepared (it being a tenet of their 

beliefs), they expected Y2K to have a potentially catastrophic impact on modem life, and 

saw it as akin to World War III. The federal government was very concerned about 

potential activities around and reactions to Y2K from the militia movement. The Federal 

Bureau of Investigation (1999) conducted an analysis of the "potential for domestic 

terrorism" in response to the new millennium, and Y2K was among the issues it felt 

would trigger these responses. For example, the FBI claims that members of the militia 

movement believe the United Nations has a plan to conquer the world beginning in 2000, 

and that Y2K would set that plan into motion. Perhaps due to a view of militia members 

as conspiracy theorists, the FBI seems to approach Y2K itself as a theory: 

A number of militia members accept the theory that on January 1, 2000, many 
computers will misinterpret this date as January 1, 1900, and malfimction and/or shut 
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down completely. They further believe that these major computer malfunctions will 
cause widespread chaos at all levels of society — economic, social and political. This 
chaos will theoretically create a situation in which American civilization will 
collapse, which will then produce an environment that the UN will exploit to forcibly 
take over the United States, (liy 

010100 

To further add to the uncertainty present in Y2K, there was a wide variety of 

predictions about its time fi'ame, but an immediacy to the entire situation. Early estimates 

of the time range for impacts stretched as long as 2005 (Hayes & Ulrich 1998, 

McDermott 1998), although as 2000 got closer, these estimates narrowed considerably 

(FEMA 1999). In the media and amongst information technologists, Y2K activists, and 

other concerned parties, the focus was on the "deadline." "Yet, as we now move toward 

the remaining 50 days before the unforgiving and immovable Y2K deadline..." (Morella 

1999b:2). "The [Y2K] deadline carmot be missed...it's an immovable deadline. When 

the Year 2000 arrives, programs we used yesterday will be useless" (de Jager 1999:3). In 

1997 and 1998, business authors were already telling readers that "if you have not started 

your Y2K project, you must do so now" (McDermott 1998:xvi). These assertions were 

based on the idea that date-related problems, at least in mission-critical systems, had to be 

addressed^^ before the end of December, 1999. The bug was an "urgent" problem, 

concretized by the physicality required to fix it: figuring how many lines of code needed 

to be fixed and how many "person hours" it would take, then dividing by personnel 

This approach to Y2K. as theory stands in striking contrast to the rest of the federal government, which 
took Y2K quite seriously. 

They didn't necessarily have to be fixed. There were a number of other solutions - installing entirely 
new software, working around the problematic program or code, resetting internal clocks to 1972 (a year 
whose calendar matches 2000's). See Hayes & Ulrich 1998, McDermott 1998. 
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available yielded a set amount of time that it would take to fix it all by the end of the 

year. Monitoring the preparation status of various sectors of the economy became a full-

time job for pundits, activists and especially Congress. Would it get done in time? 

The date bug did not become a public issue until late 1998/early 1999, but it had 

been known among IT professionals and some industries for a long time. As early as the 

1960s, a small group was urging programmers to switch to a four-digit date standard; 

mortgage companies, with their far-reaching calculations, began encountering date 

problems in their software (Nations 1999, Webster 1999). In 1984 a book was published 

(Murray and Murray cited in Nations 1999) that warned of a "coming worldwide 

computer collapse" due to the issue. By 1989, the Social Security Administration was 

having date-related difficulties (Webster 1999), although the government did not become 

seriously involved until 1996, when credit cards with 2000 expiration dates began 

causing problems (Bennett 1999). Similar delays in the business environment between 

becoming aware of the problem and doing something about it, led commentators to feel 

that "the odds that all significant components of this highly intricate problem will be 

corrected on time are low" (Schanzer 1997:271). 

Earlier I discussed how existing conditions and behaviors in the IT industry's 

culture contributed to creating the bug. They also contributed to the concern and 

uncertainty surrounding predictions of what might happen. A major example of this is 

the laisse faire attitude towards project completion that is often attributed to computing 

professionals by their clients. Programming projects routinely miss deadlines by months, 

even years. It has been estimated by industry professionals (Zetlin 1999) that less than 



20% of technology projects are finished on time. For example, Microsoft's SQL Server 

2000 a database program, shipped nine months behind schedule so that programmers 

could add elements of a new programming language that users were interested in having 

(Greene 2000). Writing code is an arduous and time-consuming task, and programs will 

not execute properly until the coding is correct. Stories abound about projects that, years 

behind schedule, were finally "completed" with only a semblance of the original 

specifications included. Because of the perception that programmers and the culture of 

IT in general are unable to meet deadlines, one finds reference in the Y2K literature to its 

seriousness - with its deadline that could not be moved, and could not be missed (e.g. de 

Jager 1999, Schanzer 1997). 

010100 

In this discussion I have reviewed a variety of evidence addressing the range of 

predictions accompanying Y2K. To this point, I have mainly focused on predictions that 

something would happen. The point I want to make now is that part of the challenge 

posed by Y2K was determining what would happen. This was true on an organizational 

and systemic level, but it was also true for the individual. In the next chapter, I discuss 

the flood of information that I encountered during this research and how overwhelming it 

was. Y2K can be characterized as one of the most information-intensive situations ever. 

Hundreds of Web pages and books were published, thousands of articles; even the 

government produced hundreds of reports. There is no way to quantify message 

exchange on the Internet, although all of the people I interviewed said they used it as 
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their primary source of information and the listserv I participated in most actively 

generated several hundred over the year I was a member. 

One of the points for that listserv and others like it was to exchange information. 

Periodically, messages would come that had an article or excerpt prefaced by the 

question, "anyone know anything about this?," or "is this true?" For those who wanted to 

"make up their own minds" about Y2K, as some participants put it, there was not enough 

reliable information. Businesses were reluctant to provide too much for fear it might 

reduce their stock prices or later be used against them (Subcommittee on Technology and 

Subcommittee on Government Management, Information, and Technology 1999, Wilson 

1999). The Securities and Exchange Commission first asked, then required, businesses to 

include a Y2K statement in their quarterly reports, but met with resistance (Jones and 

Haralson 1999). The veracity of claims by utilities was in question; a public meeting 

with utilities in Tucson turned into a farce when it was abruptly cut short after questions 

were posed about disclosure. One listserv member reminded others to "remember that all 

disclosure is self-created," with the implication that the information could be false. 

It was difficult to know, therefore, what the preparedness status of an institution 

was, and whether the claims could be believed. Moreover, as Sen. Robert Bennett 

(1999:8), chair of the Senate Special Committee on the Year 2000 Technology Problem^\ 

said, Y2K "is very much a moving target, and what you say about it today may very well 

not be true tomorrow, given the fluidity of the situation." The ambiguity surrounding 

Y2K was not fixed, such that one could study the problem, reach a conclusion, and move 

This title is telling of the approach that the government was taking to Y2K, as a "technology problem." 



54 

on. Rather, sometimes from day to day, what seemed possible changed. For example, 

consensus predictions surrounding how long Y2K could last narrowed from the period 

from years, to months, to days - to even, just before the end of the year, to maybe 

nothing. 

Compounding the problem is that there was absolutely no agreement on whether 

Y2K would happen at all. Let me be clear that for each level of concern and each 

specific potential problem, there was at least one pundit or organization arguing that there 

was no problem because the bug would be fixed in time to prevent serious repercussions. 

Like those who feared the worst (or some degree of difficulty), those who saw the glass 

as half full had plenty of data about preparation and testing, as well as rhetoric about the 

spirit of the country or our lack of dependence on technology, to counteract negative 

predictions. 

These arguments basically ran along three themes. One, that Y2K was not as big 

a problem as it had been made out to be, and thus nothing would really come of it. A 

technology columnist in Fortune magazine (Alsop 1999) took this approach, blaming the 

escalation of the issue on IT professionals and a computer-ignorant public: 

People who would be hard-pressed to differentiate a mouse and a modem began to 
speculate wildly. A fascinating, if mostly ignorant, public debate about the Y2K 
problem erupted. All of a sudden, there were earnest conversations about airplanes 
falling out of the sky on Jan. 1, 2000, about the possibility of economic and political 
chaos. (183) 

The second theme was that there was a problem but it would be fixed, and as long 

as people didn't panic, everything would be fine. In early 1999, the American Bankers 

Association was propagating a story about a couple in Florida who withdrew all their 



money - $20,000 - from the bank in a Y2K panic, only to have it stolen. A spokesman 

for the association used this as a precautionary tale against a lack of faith in the banking 

industry's assurances that it was prepared (Wahl 1999). The third theme was that there 

was a problem, potentially as bad as the more severe predictions, but Americans had 

weathered worse and would succeed here as well. Paloma O'Reilly, co-founder of the 

Cassandra Project, a leading Y2K activist organization, is a perfect example: despite her 

commitment to speaking out on the potential difficulties of Y2K (see, for example, 

O'Reilly 1998), she firmly believed in the nation's can-do spirit. "The American people 

have risen to great challenges in the past, and can do so again if we but had the leadership 

to inform, guide, and support our efforts" in regard to Y2K (O'Reilly 1999:91). 

The overwhelming majority of the evidence in the public debate to which Alsop 

(above) refers comes down firmly on the side that something will happen. If money 

talks, the $100 billion spent in the U.S. alone (Associated Press 2000a) on remediation 

and preparation by the end of 1999 speaks loudly to the concern among those spending 

the money - businesses, governments, institutions like schools and hospitals, and even 

individuals purchasing preparation supplies. We cannot just take that at face value, of 

course. These organizations had responsibilities of public trust and safety, as well as 

liabilities to mitigate; a hospital could have been sued for negligence had deaths occurred 

from date-related malfunctions, or a manufacturer for breach of contract if it didn't meet 

delivery dates. Further, there was a certain degree of profiteering from Y2K (Alsop 

1999, Miller 1997) that undoubtedly raised this total. This money was spent protecting 

both against certainty - systems that were tested that did not work correctly - and the 
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uncertainty reflected in the layers of potentiality discussed earlier. 

010100 

At this point, the backstory is complete. It was in this environment of wide-

ranging predictions and uncertainty that Y2K was constructed on the back of the date 

bug. What is striking about that construction is its degree of fixity and certainty. 

However, this gets ahead of the story, which picks up in Chapter Two. 

Positioning This Work 

Given the retrospective nature of this work, I ask the reader to suspend any 

(post)conceptions she may have about Y2K. What Y2K believers make evident is that 

the accepted "knowledge" about Y2K is not consensus. As 1 have discovered in writing 

this document, the master narrative about Y2K is so binding as to be difficult to shake 

off, even in an analytical stance. The derision with which Y2K was viewed even seems 

to have impacted social science practitioners. Throughout my research, I got the same 

kind of skeptical response and thinly veiled disdain firom fellow anthropologists as I did 

from others. Why would I want to study Y2K? What merit was there in this topic? Did 

I actually believe these things would happen? Why on earth would I? 

As noted, I argue that Y2K is a social construction. It seems anything can be 

socially constructed - space (Low 1996), stress (Pollock 1988), even bicycles (Bijker 

1995). The constructivist approach takes as its central idea the notion that the meaning of 
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a thing - an idea, a physical artifact, any thing - lies not in the thing itself but in its 

"collective representation" (Pollock 1988). "Individuals are actively involved in the daily 

creation and recreation, production and reproduction, of the world in which they 

live.. .Social activity is an ongoing activity of world-ntaking" (Winner cited in 

Pfaffenberger 1988:238). This idea is a cornerstone of a significant portion of 

contemporary anthropological work: meaning is a process of social agreement through 

experience of the world. 

While the constructivist approach provides a general underpinning for cultural 

anthropology, its application to technology has not necessarily reached the same level of 

acceptance. As both Ingold (1997) and Pfaffenberger (1992) argue, anthropology long 

ago dismissed the cultural study of technology. Both claim that the discipline, which 

once included the study of material culture as a standard part of ethnography, decided 

over time that technology was a force separate from society and culture, and thus that it 

could be ignored. Behind this denial of technology as a legitimate area of study for 

anthropologists is what Winner has called "technological somnambulism" (cited in 

Pfaffenberger 1988), a view in which the human relationship to technology is simply "too 

obvious to merit serious reflection" (238). 

Y2K seems overlooked by cultural anthropologists, and I believe this is due in 

part to its association with technology. As I have noted, this work argues that the master 

narrative of Y2K was a deterministic story of cause and effect, with technology at its 

center. That Y2K was not a topic of study for anthropologists is evidence of the veracity 

of this argimient. Technological somnambulism combined with this master narrative 



made Y2K seem a fruitless topic because it was assumed there was nothing to study. 

This work demonstrates othenvise. The discipline has become too complacent in its 

approach to technology, with the result that fruitful areas of research are overlooked. 

There have been a few academic treaUnents of Y2K. Perrow (1999) added a 

chapter on Y2K to a new edition of his work on normal accident theory (NAT). His 

analysis seeks to understand the likelihood of predictions of technological failure being 

realized based on application of NAT. Hoplight-Tapia's (2000) analysis uses Griswold's 

(1987) theory of cultural objects to understand how Y2K was given meaning by three 

subcultures: millennial Cliristians, survivalists, and computer professionals. Like this 

work, it seeks to subvert the idea that Y2K. was a non-event by demonstrating its 

sociocultural significance. Fosket and Fishman (1999) explore narrative themes of risk, 

trust and uncertainty, especially in regard to technology, taken from interviews with 

workers in the healthcare and airline industries, as well as media content analysis. Their 

works centers on the role of rhetoric of technology in understanding Y2K. Finally, 

Wouters, Vanderbroeck and Carmichael's (1998) edited volume couples fairly standard 

analysis on the date bug and its repercussions with sociocultural perspectives on 

structures at work in Y2K.'s creation - technology, risk, modernity, etc. My own work, 

however, takes few cues from these works, seeking rather to contribute another set of 

independent data to this small body. 

As this body of work demonstrates, however, there is significance in studying 

Y2K. Although Y2K-as-disaster didn't manifest, it still flmctions as do actualized 

technological disasters, in which "the arrangements of society become most visible 
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[because] challenged by crisis" (Button 1999:116). As with such disasters, people 

struggled to make sense of Y2K by assigning to it meaning and significance. In so doing, 

they exposed the structures of agreement on which these meanings were based. Y2K is 

effectively a point of "discourse convergence," a narrative or symbolic space where 

multiple discourses come together in one issue. Such a convergence has the effect of 

amplifying the various discourses contained within (Low 2000). Low uses this idea to 

deconstruct the narratives of gated community residents, to parse out themes on 

(sub)urban fear, risk, and poverty. Likewise, I argue that Y2K is a site of discourse 

convergence, in which we may better hear dialogues about technology, millennialism, 

modernity, and risk. 

In that regard, this works seeks to answer Marcus' (1986) call for ethnography 

that demonstrates how "closely observed cultural worlds are embedded in larger, more 

impersonal systems" (166). I have already discussed the rhetorical move I make towards 

juxtaposing the abstraction of "the public" with the specificity of experience among the 

people I followed during 1999 and interviewed in 2000. This works seeks to place that 

particular experience - a very marginalized one - in its larger context by demonstrating 

the cultural themes at work in the production of the dominant Y2K construction. This is 

important for several reasons. One, it demonstrates that such work as Marcus calls for 

can be accomplished. Two, it questions the implicit acceptance we as practitioners 

sometimes have of the "reality" of phenomena in our own backyard, by showing that 

Y2K can be understood firom multiple perspectives. Three, it demonstrates how these 

larger systems can marginalize and thus disempower alternate experiences by denying 
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their reality. Although there are certainly plenty of examples of this in the global context, 

it seems often overlooked in the American context. This is especially true of the largely 

White, middle-class individuals who form the majority of those with whom I came into 

contact during this research. 

Far from being a joke, Y2K was an important marker of issues to which cultural 

anthropology must be able to speak in order to stay relevant to the lives of contemporary 

Americans. As I discuss further in the concluding chapter, Y2K is not an isolated 

phenomenon in terms of the vulnerabilities exposed. Anthropologists will need to be able 

to speak to ideologies of technology and the nature of risk, as well as to the 

marginalization of those who would seek to draw our attention to structures that leave us 

vulnerable.^"' Y2K was only a non-event in its mainstream construction. For 

anthropologists it is a harbinger of things to come - requirements to make our research 

base broader, to heed passing events, to appreciate the degree of constructedness of the 

technologies in our midst. 

010100 

My work has been heavily influenced in particular by the social construction of 

technology, or SCOT, approach. Its leading theorists are Wiebe Bijker, Thomas Pinch, 

and Ted Hughes, and the most often cited works in this school are Bijker (1995) and 

Bijker, Hughes & Pinch (1987). Basically, the approach assumes that a technology is the 

result of a gradual process of dialogue and negotiation (and sometimes domination and 

** And by this I am not referring to academics (like myself) who have this agenda. 



61 

violence) in and between user and engineering groups, with the form, characteristics, 

attributes, and socioculturai meanings of the technology all outcomes of this process. 

There can be no "just so" story about the creation of a technology that attributes a linear 

trajectory to its evolution or its development to just one inventor; there are always detours 

in the trajectory and multiple of what Bijker calls "relevant social groups" contributing in 

some way to the development. 

While Y2K is not a technological artifact per se, SCOT in useful in two regards. 

The way in which Y2K was conceived placed a technological issue - that of the coding 

bug - at its center. Y2K is thus a technologically-centered phenomenon, and by 

association was framed in many of the same ways as material technologies are firamed in 

Western society. That is, the same values, issues, and positioning assigned to and 

associated with technology were given to Y2K. Moreover, the process of meaning 

negotiation and stabilization that Bijker (1995) describes as occurring in the construction 

of a technology can be seen happening in regard to Y2K. This model of construction is 

thus useful in analyzing Y2K, as it helps us to parse out how this construction came to be. 

In anticipation of my use of this model as an explanatory tool in my analysis of Y2K, I 

describe here the basic tenets of it. 

As Winner (1993) notes, there is not a purely unified theoretical front in SCOT 

approaches. Bruno Latour's (1996) guiding model is that of actor networks, in which 

both hiunans and technologies are entities capable of action. For others like Bijker, 

society and technology are entwined human concepts, each influencing the other; 

technology has agency but tends not to be an independent actor. However, despite these 
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differences most of the fundamental principles of SCOT remain the same across its 

practitioners. The first principle of SCOT is that "interpretive flexibility" exists about 

what an artifact is, does, and means/' This is drawn from the observations that different 

actors may use an artifact in different ways, that some may consider something to "work" 

when others do not, and that the meaning of an artifact can be assigned variously (often 

according to use). A simple example of various use is a child who makes a fort out of a 

discarded refngerator box; of "working" versus "nonworking" is the table I use in 

repotting plants, which my neighbor discarded because the electrical outlet attached to 

one side no longer functioned; and of various meaning is guns - to some, they are 

weapons of destruction, to others, they are tools of protection. 

Understanding this flexibility of meaning and use leads to the second principle of 

SCOT, that of "relevant social groups." Meanings and uses often fall out along certain 

demarcating lines, such that either individuals organize themselves, or it is possible to 

group them analytically, by their attitudes toward, uses of, or interactions with a 

particular technology. Returning to my simple examples, relevant social groups in those 

cases would be children and refrigerator manufacturers; recyclers and nonrecyclers (or 

plant repotters and electrical table users), and anti- and pro-gun groups. These would not 

be the only relevant social groups involved in these scenarios; SCOT seeks to account for 

the full spectrum of groups having an impact on the trajectory of technological change 

(although not necessarily groups impacted by that change). 

The next element of the SCOT approach is the concept of "technological frames." 

Unless otherwise noted, this discussion is drawn from Bijker 1993, Winner 1993, and Bijker, Hughes, 
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Each relevant social group has a frame in reference to a particular artifact, which 

"influence[s] the interactions within [the group] and lead[s] to the attribution of meanings 

to technical artifacts" (Bijker 1995:123). Frames are only built between individual 

actors, in relation to a specific artifact, once interaction with that artifact begins. 

Individuals make contributions to frames based on previous experiences, but frames are 

only constructed by group interaction. The physical properties (and I would add, existing 

meanings or power implications) of the technology are also influential in developing a 

frame. Bijker (125) lists a number of elements that go into the development of a frame: 

goals, key problems, problem-solving strategies, requirements to be met by solutions, 

current theories, tacit knowledge, testing procediu-es, design methods and criteria, users' 

practice, perceived substitution function, and exemplary artifacts. 

Because there is interpretive flexibility inherent in any artifact, there may often be 

power struggles between and among relevant social groups over what the dominant 

meaning or way of using an artifact will be. In the end, an artifact's meaning is more or 

less fixed through the process of closure and stabilization, although the process is often 

far from neat and some interpretive flexibility often remains. Bijker uses the example of 

scientific controversy to illustrate how this happens. When a scientific controversy is 

over, facts are established. There is no longer controversy - at least in among most 

scientists in the relevant group - because as a group they have decided what the nature of 

the problem is. Bijker notes that this act of establishing facts "restructures the 

participants' world. History is rewritten after such a closure," (85) and it is difficult to 

and Pinch 19S7. 
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recapture the time when the facts weren't the facts. Think of the idea that the earth is 

round. This used to be open to interpretation, but now we accept it as fact. 

This approach is not without problems. Wiimer (1993) has criticized SCOT for 

failing to consider "irrelevant" groups and the impact that technologies have on them, and 

for not considering die meanings of particular technological accomplishments. SCOT is 

also seen by some as an "easy and perhaps irresponsible form of relativism" (Escobar 

1994:212) because it tends to be more concerned with how technologies are created than 

with how they effect people, power structures, and communities. Further, SCOT is said 

to downplay or ignore the role of science, the media, the economy, and the public sector 

(Escobar 1994), which shape and constrain (or enable) the choices individuals and groups 

can make about technology (Palmer 1994). I would also add that by restricting the 

development of frames to interaction between individuals, this limits the usefulness of 

SCOT ideas in examining users. While these criticisms are valid of the approach as a 

whole, they can be rectified easily by supplementing SCOT, which typically ends at 

closure, with an expanded research agenda that looks at meaning and effects once a 

technology comes to have some initial larger social meaning. 

SCOT stands in contrast to technological determinism, which espouses the 

notions that there are characteristics inherent in a technology that make certain outcomes 

inevitable, and that technology is an independent agent driving all of society (Winner 

1977, Ellul 1964). Determinism also posits that there is a direct relationship between 

cause and effect: guns kill people because they are designed to be lethal. It assumes that 

in any situation in which a technology has been introduced and a change happened, there 
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must be some relationship between the two. This kind of thinking is seductive in its 

clarity and neatness, and certainly has some merit. It is easy to agree with Ellul (1964) 

that we live in a technological society, occupied in our every action by the fundamental 

attributes of technique*^ : rationality, efficiency, optimization, continuous improvement, 

application of knowledge. Given that this seems true, it is a short leap to accepting that 

technology is the - and not just a - driving force of change in society. 

The pitfall of determinism is that it reduces the whole of our endeavors to 

historical "just so" stories: "determinism is a species of Whig history which makes it 

seem as though the end of the story was inevitable from the very beginning by projecting 

the abstract technical logic of the [outcome] back into the past as the cause of 

development" (Feenberg 1995:7). There is nothing to investigate about technology 

because there is nothing unexpected about its development; it is rather marching 

inexorably along a unilinear path of development on which function is the only factor 

behind success. Furthermore, determinist approaches reduce the whole of society itself to 

but one component of a system ordered to foster this development. Determinism thus 

robs humanity of agency; the outcomes ordered by technology are inevitable and there is 

no point in fighting them. Automation will put people out of their jobs and alienate the 

worker from her work; it is the nature of technology and the course of progress, so it must 

be accepted. Feenberg argues that not only are these views false, they are "ideologies 

employed to justify restrictions on opportunities to participate in the institutions of 

industrial society" (18). 

^ EIIul used this word instead of "technology" to get away from its more narrow standard definition 
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To summarize: This work argues that Y2K is a social construction, representing 

the sum of a programming decision made 40 years prior and public reaction to it based in 

contexts and structures present at the time. This construction, however, was not entirely 

monolithic; rather, some groups had alternate experiences of Y2K that in the end question 

its label of "non-event." To conduct this analysis, I use the concept of constructivism, 

especially Bijker's (199S) processual analysis of how constructions are developed. This 

work speaks to a larger need to appreciate the constructedness of technologies, especially 

in the contemporary context, and to remediate the academic perspective on Y2K as a 

non-subject for study. Rather, it is a rich opportunity to understand perspectives at work 

on elements of experience in modem America, such as technology and risk. 

Overview of Chapters 

Chapter One is a methodological overview of how this work was conducted, from 

fieldwork through analysis and production of the text. This overview, which provides 

details about methods used as well as data sources, is combined with a reflexive 

discussion of both the issues encountered in practice and the nature of method. The 

chapter is accordingly divided into two main sections, with commentary on my personal 

exploration of the idea of method nmning throughout. The first section describes the 

dealing only with machines; by technique he means "any complex of standardized means for attaining a 
predetermined result" (1964: vi). I discuss this concept further in Chapter 2. 
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process of developing the research question, designing the study, collecting data, and 

analyzing it. Although this makes it sound like a smooth process, it was far from that, 

and I discuss how I progressed through several iterations of the project before finally 

arriving at the present question - which was only truly solidified while writing the text. 

The second section addresses four issues with which I had difficulty in dealing during my 

work: events, information influx, computer revolution rhetoric, and the problem of 

technology. This discussion aims to demonstrate areas in which methodological 

educations may be lacking and gives some suggestions of ways to cope with these issues. 

I end this chapter with some reflections on writing, for as I have noted it was only in the 

entextualization of this research that it came together. 

In Chapter Two, I turn to the mainstream construction of Y2K. First, I present the 

"standard narrative" of Y2K both before and after 2000. I couple this with analysis 

examining the construction process, using Bijker's (1995) processual model outlined 

previously. Here I argue that Y2K was constructed as an event with boundaries both in 

time and of expectation, such that people came to expect that Y2K would consist of a 

certain set of things happening within a certain time period. Then, I analyze this 

construction using five contextual/structural elements that I see as most pertinent. The 

first and second both deal with systemic issues of technology in the West. On the one 

hand are attributes of technology, especially large technological systems. Their 

complexity, scale, power, and momentum all produce particular environments around 

technology that are evident in Y2K. On the other hand are ideologies of technology. 

American views on technology, its use and its promotion as a tool of progress, and the 
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degree to which faith is placed in it all influence the construction of Y2K. The third and 

fourth contextual elements deal with the era. We must take into account millennialism 

and general fervor over the commonly accepted dawning of the new century. We must 

also take into account the character and shaping forces of the times, be they modem or 

postmodern. Aspects of both are explored. The fifth and final context is risk and its 

assessment. Disaster studies provide tools for the analysis of Y2K, while notions of risk 

in contemporary society suggest Y2K is a rather normal construction. 

With this understanding of the mainstream construction in place, Chapter Three 

delves into the "closely observed cultural world" of a particular set of Y2K believers. 

This chapter relies primarily on interviews, participant-observation, and media and 

cultural conversation observations to produce a picture of an altemate understanding of 

Y2K. I use the themes of technology, preparation, transformation, and Y2K as mystery 

to explore the differences between their experience of Y2K and that of the mainstream. I 

argue that the mainstream construction was a marginalizing force that was viewed by 

believers as monolithic. I also posit that these believers positioned themselves vis-a-vis 

issues like technology in a different marmer, thus making their altemate construction of 

Y2K possible. It follows fi-om this argument that the construction is indeed drawn from 

the acceptance or rejection of certain social structures and ideologies. 

In the Concluding chapter, I close by revieAving and summarizing the arguments 

of this work. I also include a discussion of what "really" happened, which speaks to a 

request I heard several times firom participants to explain why the predictions around 

Y2K largely failed to materialize. I explore the notion of Y2K as an isolated 



phenomenon, and conclude by discussing areas of further research or extensions that 

possible from this work. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

METHODOLOGY 

010100 

I have had a real struggle with this chapter. Sometimes, writing is like that. 1 feel 

compelled to include a methods discussion, having been reared as an anthropology 

student in the age of the cultural critique and demands for increased reflexivity (Marcus 

and Fischer 1986). It is not in my academic nature to consign such a discussion to an 

appendix, although I have done this to my interview schedule. (It's not a good read.) I 

feel compelled, however, by something else. It is the experiences I had during my 

fleldwork of fumbling for methods and feeling failed by my education, which schooled 

me in what Forsythe (1995, see also Rosaldo 1993) called the "traditional narrative" of 

fieldwork. In this narrative, the field location is far away, its inhabitants exotic (in the 

sense of being totally foreign), the community contained, the subject of study bounded. 

Methods designed for this type of fieldwork are still (in my experience) the bulk of what 

is taught, even when allowances are made for changes in things like the length of time 

one may be able to spend in the field. This is by no means to slight the teachers. It is to 

slight a discipline that is ill-equipped to deal with endeavors that are not colonial, not 

fixed in time or space. There is still die assumption that methods can remain mostly 

unchanged, that there is still a field to which we go. 

Moreover, I have struggled within myself to understand what methodology is, 

what it means. In my mind, this meaning climg stubbornly to textbooks and dry. 
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uninteresting recitations of site selection, sampling, questionnaires and interviews. I kept 

wanting to contrast it with what I was calling "actualities," which in essence was praxis -

what happened when I put my training to work. I used the term actualities because in my 

mind methods were just theories or ideals, in the sense that they might work well on 

paper, but in practice - in actuality - things were often quite messier than they were 

supposed to be. The methods I first chose to complete this project were so ill-suited to 

my personality and so badly executed by me that 1 almost abandoned the project entirely. 

In fact I did abandon it, because the methods used in the reconstituted project were so 

wholly different as to make it a different project, because of the vastly different data that 

was generated. Only the core foci of Y2K and technology remained. 

I want to be more helpful than the discipline has been to me. Anthropology in 

general is doing a poor job of training students to study networks and nonlocalized 

subjects; to combine macro and micro level studies in ways that might be meaningful; to 

understand mass culture - especially in the U.S. - and systems and infrastructure. There 

is not a clear enough articulation of how to connect the holy grail of methods, participant 

observation, with things instead of people', or even how to handle such mundane issues 

as dealing with a topic that generates hundreds of pieces of data per day. Surfing the 

Web may be a new favorite pastime for anthropologists (observation at its easiest and 

sometimes most outlandish) but it is so easy to drown. 

I want therefore to accomplish three things in this discussion. The first is to 

provide the reader with an understanding of how this study was carried out, since this 

' Bateson (quoted in Star 1999:379) complained that things could not be studied, only relationships. 
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information does matter. Sources must be cited, whether they are published or observed, 

and so it is important to aclcnowledge from where my data comes. Therefore in the first 

section, I discuss my fleldwork. This was conducted in two distinct periods (both of time 

and of situation): in 1999, before the expected occurrence of Y2K and thus during a time 

when its meanings were still in flux, and in 2000, after the meanings of Y2K had been 

cemented. The methods used during these two periods were different, as were the 

research agendas. Following this, I examine how analysis of this data was conducted and 

identify how I used the data to arrive at this text. 

The second goal is to make a contribution, even if it is only a start, to an improved 

understanding of method in the study of technology, macro/micro issues, and what Heath 

et al (1999) call "networked fields of inquiry." In the second section, I raise four issues 

that were, for me, stumbling blocks in the practice of anthropology: "events," influx of 

information, computer revolution rhetoric, and the problem of technology. For each of 

these, I provide observations on the pitfalls I encountered, as well as suggestions for 

avoiding or mitigating these problems. I also draw on the experiences of others who have 

encountered these same issues. 

The third thing I want to accomplish is to find, for myself, a more clear 

understanding of what method is. In my struggle with this topic, I have been made to 

consider that methodology is also the study of the creation of a relationship between 

theory and evidence. Moreover, it is the study of the presentation of this relationship in 

textual (or other communicative) form, in such a way that the process is understood by 

the receiver of the text (Flick 1998). In this, methodology is the exposure of our role as 
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collector, interlocutor, and interpreter, or even mouthpiece, of our data (Fischer 2000b). 

It is also the exposure of our beliefs: "behind every method lies a belief., .researchers 

ought to indicate something about their beliefs, so that readers can have access to the 

intellectual choices that are embedded in the research effort"^ (Zuboff 1988:423). This 

goal is not accomplished explicitly through its own section, although 1 do separate issues 

such as writing from the larger discussion. Rather, these considerations are interspersed 

throughout the text, a constant reminder to myself to look beyond my own conceptions. 

This is, after all, what anthropologists are supposed to do. 

Fieldwork and Analytical Methods 

Fieldwork 

In December 1998,1 chose Y2K as the focus of my thesis. As is often the case, I 

did not know at the time what aspect exactly I was going to study. My first thoughts 

about Y2K as a topic centered around what it might expose about beliefs about 

technology and the extent to which the interconnectedness underlying globalization truly 

existed.^ The latter really only reflected a pet interest of mine and not a realistic topic for 

study; I intended to study the former. Throughout the spring of 1999, my main focus was 

on gathering backgroimd data and learning about Y2K. 

This preliminary research and fieldwork had three main prongs, and although I 

~ Ironically, ZubofT makes this statement at the head of her methodology section, yet places that discussion 
at the very end of the text, as "Appendix B." 
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later changed the focus of my research, this data still plays a role in this work. I began 

attending the monthly meetings of the Tucson Year 2000 Center in a participant-observer 

capacity. I subscribed to an active Y2K email listserv generating between 5 and 20 

messages a day, with an international participant base. In addition, I began following 

activities on several online newsgroups, both specifically Y2K-oriented and covering 

topics like survivalism, Christianity, and homemaking (whose shared interests meshed 

with Y2K). Finally, I tried to keep abreast of Y2K coverage both in local and national 

mainstream and alternative media, and collected Y2K cultural detritus like cartoons, 

stuffed animals, and bumper stickers. 

The Tucson Year 2000 Center began in 1998 as a group of friends who were 

concerned about the potential repercussions of the date bug and wanted a forum to 

discuss them. According to one of its founders and leaders, it was not originally meant to 

be what it became - a large community group oriented towards awareness and support for 

all of Tucson. As one of the founders told me, "[When] it started out, we weren't really 

inviting the public, it started out basically just friends." However, as Y2K garnered more 

attention through 1998, the group found its mission changing. Early members realized its 

importance as a way to explore a variety of topics around Y2K like technological 

interdependence, and to prod local government and infrastructure to act. The group 

began to expand through word of mouth, and then through fliers and advertisements. I 

began attending meetings during the group's peak, in late spring 1999. At the time, 

monthly general meetings were averaging between 75 and 125 people, with other 

' An interest I later discovered I shared with Charles Perrow (1999), who mentioned this possibility in his 
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monthly meetings on such topics as Y2K media coverage and home preparation. The 

mailing list for the group had nearly 500 names. 

It was my observation that the group's membership was largely White (non-

Hispanic) and older; there was usually an equal balance of men and women at the 

meetings. Meeting attendees generally seemed affluent, marked by their cars (most drove 

to meetings and I sometimes sat in my car to watch them arrive), statements made about 

monetary and job concerns during meetings, and money I saw spent during meetings on 

items for sale. To the best of my knowledge, demographic data was not collected by the 

group, nor would I have had access to it had it been, and so to judge this I relied on my 

observations and conversations with group members. 

Meetings attracted a somewhat eclectic audience. Again based on statements 

made during meetings, I gathered that motivations for attendance ranged widely, from 

interest in home preparation and self-preservation, to community building, to Y2K 

activism (prodding governments and other institutions to act), to self-promotion. A fairly 

steady flow of new faces could be seen at each successive meeting; of^en they seemed to 

be there in an exploratory capacity and would preface questions they asked during the 

Q&A time in each meeting with some statement to that effect. It seems all fieldwork has 

its colorful characters; these meetings were not disappointing in that regard. One woman, 

who had her own Y2K show on community access cable, always carried two (or more) 

cell phones (the antennas of which were always up) and multiple beepers on a fanny bag. 

Dressed in colorful clothing and possessing what can be described as an erratic manner. 

draft chapter on Y2K. 
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she made for an interesting sight and (usually) a ringing and beeping distraction during 

meetings. 

Meetings, which during 1999 were held in a local church and occasionally a 

public library, followed a fairly set agenda, although topics ranged widely. There was an 

area set aside for sales of Y2K-related literature, kitsch, food, tools, and sometimes even 

real estate^. Each meeting featured armouncements about such things as group activities 

(for example, video nights during which tapes of compiled television coverage were 

shown and discussed) and upcoming weekly gatherings; news coverage; and items for 

sale. These were followed by presentations from the group's leaders, often about 

preparations by Tucson utilities and area governments, or by people with information to 

share about preparation or who were selling preparation products like water storage 

systems. Finally, there was usually a guest speaker and question and answer session. 

Meetings were long, sometimes exceeding three hours. 

Another main source of information during this preliminary fieldwork was an 

email listserv originated by a woman in British Columbia, Canada. She was interested in 

creating a forum for people from British Columbia to communicate about Y2K and create 

support networks in their physical location. As often happens on the Net, once the list 

was created, membership quickly began to include people from around the world, 

although primarily from the U.S. I joined in early 1999. Through that spring, the bulk of 

the messages pertained to home preparation, discussion of Y2K rumors, and exchange of 

information about anything members saw as Y2K-related. I noticed that a number of 
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participants found others on the list that lived nearby, and were developing support 

relationships that included phone calls and personal visits. I let members know who I 

was and what I was doing, and found no objections^ However, I did find that I rarely got 

answers to any direct questions that I posted, and so had to accept that this would be more 

of an observational source of information. I could not direct conversation as I might in 

an interview. 

In addition to this Net-based source, I also frequented several newsgroups (i.e. 

misc.survivalism, comp.software.year-2000) and chat rooms (i.e. chat on 

www.y2kwomen.com) where Y2K was being discussed. As these "sites" had more 

narrow topical orientations, such as frugal living, than did either the Tucson Year 2000 

Center or the listserv, I found that they were not as fruitful. Much of the data gathering 

that occurred at these sites went toward a class paper on Y2K and gendered sites on the 

Internet. This data does not play a strong role in this work. 

010100 

In the fall of 1999,1 began what I considered the primary research. I had 

considered several research questions. I first thought of analyzing issues of risk and trust 

involved in Y2K, by looking at what sources of information people trusted, who was 

considered an "expert," how people evaluated what they heard and read, and how they 

reacted to it. From this sprang the idea of tracing media networks. Here, I would analyze 

'* It was not unheard of for people seriously concerned about Y2K (and often already contemplating a move 
or lifestyle change) to purchase acreage in a remote area in preparation. 
' See Heath et al 1999 on the ethics of lurking in such exchanges on the Internet and in chat rooms; see also 
Hakken 1999, Lyman and Wakeford 1999, Escobar 1994 in regards to research in cyberspace. 

http://www.y2kwomen.com
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again information sources and their content, looking for patterns of coverage or non-

coverage, and bias, focusing on differences in socioeconomic groups. I thought it 

possible that entire segments of contemporary society would be largely unaware of Y2K 

in part because their media sources did not carry stories about it. I hypothesized that this 

might reflect less concern within these segments about Y2K related to its positioning as a 

technological problem. 

Underlying these questions was a concern for understanding how different 

socioeconomic groups use, view and understand computing-based technology. By 

preliminary examination of the existing literature and research, I learned that work in this 

area has only just begun (Flick 1996, Pfaffenberger 1995). With issues like the "digital 

divide"^ gaining cunency, moreover, such research is needed. Divide interventions were 

floundering for lack of understanding about how targeted populations viewed computers. 

I decided that the most useful avenue of research resulting from my interest in Y2K was 

to contribute to this new field in a fundamental way. My research question, then, sought 

to understand how people perceive "technology" as a concept, and how they perceive its 

role in their lives (if at all). 

The vehicle 1 developed to do this was measuring reactions to and level of 

concern about Y2K, with the hypothesis that this concern was directly related to attitudes 

toward technology. I saw technology as the heart of the Y2K issue. I planned a two-

pronged approach. The first was a survey, which I ambitiously plarmed to administer to 

100-150 randomly-selected people. From this group, I hoped to identify up to 10 people 



who would let me follow them through the remainder of the year and into the first months 

of 2000, to see if their perceptions altered as 1/1/00 neared. I would also use the Tucson 

Y2K group as both a source of information about Y2K, and a special participant group 

whose elevated concem about Y2K would be a contrast to those not concerned. 

I encountered a number of barriers to this research strategy, however. With 

attendees of the Tucson Y2K Center meetings, the greatest of these was a sense of 

urgency, especially towards the later half of 1999 (when I had developed my interview 

protocols). More forethought on my part would likely have clued me that people 

expecting even moderate Y2K-related repercussions would find interviews for some 

student's thesis too time-consuming or distracting from their preparations. Moreover, 

issues of trust and of being "one of us" were strongly emphasized by many with whom I 

came into contact. While building community and breaking down barriers between 

people were main themes of the two organized groups with which I was involved, distrust 

was easily aroused and what was considered "off-message" questioning - i.e. not 

pertinent to preparing for Y2K - was often either ignored or considered to be a 

distraction from the important mission at hand. 

Beyond these barriers, however, was a bigger problem that proved to be the death 

of this research plan: procrastination. I did not start surveying until late October 1999. 

Although I had a good response among the people I did contact, I found random phone-

based surveying to be highly stressful and time-consuming. The window for calling 

consisted of several hours each evening and the weekends; with the requirements of my 

' Digital divide is the label given to an observed gap between socioeconomic, geographic, ethnic and other 
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school and work schedule these were further reduced. I found myself unable to complete 

the intended surveying or to find people who would be good subjects for the more in-

depth, longer-term study. It was not a complete disaster. I conducted seven interviews, 

five via phone and two at the University of Arizona campus, that yielded quality data, 

especially on beliefs about Y2K. The method of soliciting participation that I choose, 

which consisted of mailing informational letters to those people randomly selected prior 

to calling', seemed to have a positive impact on the response rate'. It was not the method 

that was unsuccessful or inappropriate for the research. It was the researcher. I think this 

is an important lesson. 

010100 

After the disappointment of being unable to complete the research as planned, I 

abandoned my Y2K. study and turned instead to the digital divide as a thesis topic. I 

presented a short paper based on my Y2K fieldwork at the Southwestem Anthropology 

Association meetings in the spring of 2000, and received a lukewarm reception. I still 

wanted to make something of this research, so I took a reworked version of that short 

paper to a summer workshop sponsored by CASTAC', an arm of the American 

Anthropology Association. This time, the response was much different. 

The paper, of the same title as this work, focused on what happens to a 

groups in terms of computer ownership, computer use and Internet use. 
I used a calculator's random number generating function to generate two random numbers; the first for the 

page number of the phone book, the second for the particular entry. If the listing was a business or had no 
address, I took the next listing. 
' Of six people contacted by phone, all remembered the letter. Only one refused to participate. 
' Committee on the Anthropology of Science, Technology, and Computers. 
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community of practice when the practice is gone.'" What was missing, and what I was 

strongly encouraged to pursue, was interview data after the fact - after Y2K predictions 

had for the most part not come true. Shortly after the CASTAC meeting, I began a 

summer internship and time after time had to detail my research interests. My then-thesis 

topic, focusing on the digital divide, required some explaining and didn't seem to interest 

people much. When I told them about my Y2K research, however, they were interested -

it almost always elicited a conversation. They wanted to know what had become of 

people who (as they often put it) "thought Y2K was real;" I also got a lot of stories about 

how little date bug glitches had affected them or their cousin's best Mend. All signs 

seemed to point in the same direction, to return to Y2K and learn about the experiences 

of those who had plarmed for the worst, and were now left with months' worth of 

powdered milk. 

Toward the end of summer 2000,1 sent out an interview solicitation via email to 

the Y2K listserv I had been involved with, and to the email list of the Tucson Year 2000 

Center. For those people not living near Tucson, I proposed conducting the interview 

either as a survey online, or as a phone interview. Although initially seven people 

accepted the online survey request, in the end I received completed questionnaires from 

four. I interviewed seven other people in person or over the phone. To this I added one 

additional person not involved in either of these organizations. This sample included 

eight men and four women, all Caucasian and all over 40. Six lived in or around Tucson; 

"Community of practice" refers to "an aggregate of people who come together around mutual 
engagement in an endeavor" (Eckert and McConnell-Ginet quoted in Holmes & MeyerhofT 1999: 174). I 
was interested, therefore, in understanding what happened to groups that had come together around Y2K 
when consensus said Y2K was over and a non-event 



82 

the rest lived across the United States and Canada. I used a snowball sampling approach 

to elicit additional potential contacts, but did not pursue the majority of these because of 

the richness and theoretical saturation being achieved in the interviews already 

completed. The schedule for these interviews is contained in Appendix A. 

I supplemented these interviews with follow-up research on the myriad Web sites, 

chat forums, and newsgroups that had sprung up around Y2K. One of the nice aspects of 

the Web is the tendency of its builders (site "masters") to leave up pages that they no 

longer actively maintain. This makes the Web a kind of accidental archive; although the 

danger that a page may disappear is always present, more often than not they simply 

remain frozen at the moment their makers stopped being interested. Or, in the case of 

some former Y2K sites, they morph into sites with new topics that demonstrate what was 

significant about Y2K for the builder or sponsoring group. In these ways, Web sites can 

be excellent markers of the boundaries and compelling aspects of an event as defined by 

those living it. In 20001 revisited sites that I had used during 1999, and to these added an 

expanded sample. 

Finally, continued examination of the treatment of Y2K by the media - for in the 

post-Y2K case, mainstream and alternative media are similar in their ureatment - rounded 

out data collection on the aftermath of Y2K. Several people who were interviewed for 

this research remarked that they were surprised by the lack of follow-through 

demonstrated by the media, on what they considered to be an interesting mystery. "Well, 

I haven't seen anything this year [2000]...about Y2K. There's actually been so very little 

written that's really thoughtful and takes a broader perspective to the whole thing. It's 
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amazing how little there is," noted one interviewee. Although some Y2K activists 

published pieces in alternative media sources reflecting on the lessons of Y2K (e.g. 

Brownlee 2000, Guenier 2000), for the most part the media ignored the story altogether 

in the months following the year change. Given the lack of coverage, this research 

consisted more of seeing and understanding what wasn't there, rather than what was. 

Before I go any further, I think it important that I state my personal outlook on 

Y2K. I do this in the interest of making clear my biases and the position from which I 

approached conversations with people throughout this project. Since almost everyone 

that I encountered in the Y2K-oriented sites, and all my friends and colleagues, wanted to 

know where I stood on the position, I imagine that the reader will also. 1 was concerned 

about Y2K. I thought it entirely plausible that some of the more middle-of-the-road 

scenarios I was hearing - power out for a few days, grocery store shelves empty, people a 

little panicked - would happen. I plaimed to be with family during that time, and I made 

sure that we were stocked with food, water, and firewood, as well as supplies like 

batteries, matches, and yes, ammunition. I stayed home, and I was worried, on New 

Year's Eve. However, I also was skeptical, and used my positioning as researcher to 

distance myself from considering whether Y2K could really happen. I knew I was doing 

this. In part it was necessary. Knowing myself, I thought it entirely possible that I could 

panic, too. I didn't want to change my life in a drastic manner, and didn't feel I was in a 

position to do so anyway for reasons I needn't discuss here. I did feel a little foolish, 

thinking that if Y2K did have a major impact on life as I knew it, I was spending my final 

few months doing schoolwork. I was glad when Y2K passed without much incidence. 
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and I admit that like most people, by mid-January I had decided the danger had passed. 

Analysis 

Flick (1998) concludes her textbook on qualitative research by discussing writing. 

She suggests that research is never complete until it has been extextualized, because a 

finding is data that the researcher has explained to an audience. I have been struck, just 

in the process of writing this chapter, with the degree to which this has been true for me. 

For example, it took me several drafts to realize that I had not explained how I got from 

the data collection I did during 2000, to the research question that drives this text. In the 

former, I was interested just in the aftermath of Y2K for people who had believed and 

planned; in the latter I focus on deconstructing the construction of Y2K so that it is clear 

it had multiple meanings. In having to explain this leap from evidence to theory, I 

realized that I had not articulated it even to myself. How had I gotten here? 

I think one of the important things that students of a discipline can contribute to it 

is to point out areas where there is little guidance, where their educators and mentors may 

be taking something for granted. Analysis seems to be one of those areas. That said, I 

feel myself lacking a sufficient vocabulary to talk about analysis from a methodological 

point of view. The American Heritage Dictionary (2"'' College Edition, 1991) defines 

analyze as "to separate into parts or basic principles so as to determine the nature of the 

whole; examine methodically." To some extent, then, what I have done to arrive at the 

findings presented in this work caimot be called analysis, because it has not been terribly 

methodical. Very often anthropologists regard what they do as part art; that is, our data 
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collection methods may be easily delineated and methodical, but what happens between 

collection and fmal presentation is not so easily described in the same terms. 

The focus of this research developed very gradually; it was only in 2000 that I 

realized the retrospective view was the most interesting one. Although it seems 

counterintuitive, because of this gradual development I was always engaged in 

considering my data. When the object of study is known from the outset, the process of 

data collection can be more rote - this was the case once I settled on the retrospective 

understanding of how those who believed in Y2K experienced and understood it. Until I 

got to that point, however, I was constantly looking at what data I had in an effort to find 

that research handle, that interesting entree into the problem. Becker (1998) actually 

suggests this as a method of determining one's research question: after collecting your 

data, read through it, asking yourself, "What is the question for which this data is the 

answer?" Calling it "Nine Wagner," Becker offers this as a way of getting firom evidence 

to theory - which, as I have been reminded by my advisor Jennifer Croissant, is also part 

of method. 

In my case, the answer presented itself without my posing the question directly 

because in trying to make two disparate but topically similar projects fit together, I was 

working out the pieces of a puzzle. I wanted to use as much of my data as possible 

because I had once been told by a professor that not to do so was an insult to your 

participants and their experiences. The problem was that I had two separate questions 

driving the two sets of data. I had a fairly coherent body of information on the 

experience of having taken Y2K seriously and having other people think this judgment 
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was wrong. I further knew that people in this situation tended to reject what other people 

thought and valued their experiences with Y2K as positive, even if they accepted what 

seemed to be a general consensus that Y2K was a dud. I also had a lot of information 

about what people thought Y2K was, and the observation of how people reacted when 

Y2K passed without much problem. What to make of all that? It stood to reason that 

there were multiple explanations about the meaning of Y2K, which meant that Y2K was 

a social construction whose meaning was contingent upon social positioning, value 

structures, and experiential viewpoint. In that case, what was left was to work back again 

from theory (Y2K was a social construction) to evidence. It sounds simple; in reality it 

took two years to come to that conclusion, and it has been primarily in the act of 

entextualizing this research - composing a text - that it has fully coalesced. 

010100 

My data and analysis, up to the point when 1 reached my conclusion about 

constructions, took me as far as being able to describe these constructions and think about 

their meaning for those who made them. By combining data from interviews, 

observation, media texts, informant texts (literature written by Y2K believers), and 

material objects, I could reconstruct these constructions and create a compare/contrast 

situation in which the multiplicity of meanings became evident. It remained, however, to 

do what Heath et al (1999:451, citing Gupta and Ferguson) call "location work," 

"foreground[ing], and often actively creat[ing], the personal, social, institutional, and 

technical locations, or contexts, that give meaning to the life worlds that we study." This 
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work is necessarily an exercise of power, just as is all ethnography, because we are 

harnessing the experiences (and thus the agency) of others to our own ends. Further, we 

are imposing our own interpretations of the structures/contexts at work, which may or 

may not reflect the interpretations of those whose experiences we seek to explain. 

To do this location work I needed to understand the forces shaping the frames in 

which these constructions were created, thus governing the possibilities. How to do this, 

when my work examines the experience of Y2K not based on an intimate knowledge of 

one community, but on the interweaving of multiple systems of meaning creation and 

articulation on a huge scale? Marcus (1998) calls such work "multi-sited ethnography," 

an endeavor that "moves out from the single sites and local situations of conventional 

ethnographic research designs to examine the circulation of cultural meanings, objects 

and identities in diffuse time-space." This is done by drawing from macro-perspectives 

on intertwined systems of media, government, markets, and other institutions that, in 

connection and association with one another, produce the sought-after cultural logics. 

Multi-sited ethnography always entails an awareness of being within a landscape." This 

practice is inherently constructivist, making it apropos of my argument that Y2K is itself 

a construction. 

More specifically, he suggests that the researcher become a follower, designing 

research along "chains, paths, threads, conjunctions, or juxtapositions of locations" (90). 

One can follow people, things, metaphor, plot/story/allegory, life, or conflict. In all 

cases, this method is the act of tracing whatever one is following as it moves, either 
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physically or symbolically, through time, space and societies. My work is most closely 

aligned with following the metaphor, since Marcus expands this category to include signs 

and symbols, when the "thing traced is within the realm of discourse and modes of 

thought" (92). It also includes elements of following the thing, since there is physicality 

to the problematic computer code that eventually led to the construction known as Y2K. 

Employing this method, I chose a starting point for my chase in the development 

of the programming shortcut of using two-digit dates instead of four. This is somewhat 

arbitrary. I like this as starting point because in order to explain how Y2K could exist, 

you have to explain this anyway - or at least this is how Y2K has been constructed. In 

almost every single book or article on Y2K that I reviewed'^, this is how the Y2K story 

starts. I could have chosen to start with the development of the computer, or of 

programming, or going further back, with a general history of technology. In stipulating 

these things, I had to accept a certain amount of bias in my story, for even technology and 

the computer are constructions (Pfaffenberger 1988a, 1988b). 

From this starting point, it was a matter of understanding how we could go from 

code to Y2K. This presupposes my assertion that Y2K was a construction and was thus 

about far more than code. Following the thing/metaphor is a way to argue that this 

assertion is correct; it is the textual equivalent of taking the reader by the hand and 

saying, "Come on, I'll show you." For example, in order to understand how code could 

become Y2K, I traced the concentric contexts around it. In the introductory chapter, I 

showed how the coding practice was a functional adaptation to the demands being placed 

" Or, as Appadurai (1996) has theorized, the more appropriate concept is that of five dimensions of global 
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on programmers in the context of a technology that was much less powerful and wide

spread than it is now. At the time, it was thought that computers would never be as 

deeply imbedded in Western society as they had become by the late 1990s." This 

programming practice occurred within the context of the infant information technology 

industry and the development of accompanying professional practices. These in turn are 

embedded in the specificities of technological systems and attitudes about technology as 

discussed in Chapter Two. Together, these contexts show how a two-character piece of 

data could become a heavy carrier of significance. Placing this significance in the 

context of the year 2000 and the modem/postmodern characters of the age, the piece of 

data is rapidly transformed from code to Y2K. Finally, response to risk in the 

contemporary environment helps explain why such a small thing as code could become 

as large as Y2K in all its range of possible ramifications. 

I want to make clear that at the time 1 was doing this analysis I did not know that 

what I was doing was Marcus' follow the (blank), just as I did not know that I was doing 

Becker's Nine Wagner. Had I known of these methods before the fact, I might have been 

saved a lot of searching, hair-pulling, and time. It is satisfying to have discovered a 

successful way out of my data on my own, but all the same, it would be beneficial if 

some of the mystery was taken out of method in the classroom. 

OlOlOO 

cultural flows: ethnoscapes, tnediascapes, technoscapes, financescapes, and ideoscapes. 
See list at the beginning of "Backstory" on page 17. 
For example, in 1966 RCA, then a maker of computers, predicted that by 2000, there would only be 

220,000 computers in the U.S. Of course, at the time the caveat "only" was not placed on this number; in 
fact it was meant to astound (Wall Street Journal Staff 1966). 
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I did use one analytical approach that might be called methodical since it was 

applied knowingly and purposefully. I learned it during my internship at Sapient, an 

Internet consultancy.'^ Essentially, this method involves a wall, index cards, markers, and 

something to affix the cards to the wall. Data "bits" - quotes, observations, references, 

reminders, associations, questions - are transferred onto the cards, which can then be 

grouped on the wall as relationships between them develop. The idea is to make these 

bits accessible, by making them visible, and by only putting the essence of an idea on the 

card. One writes with marker, not pen, which makes it hard to write small, and thus 

forces the analyst to get to the point. Arrows, string, tape or any other "connecting" 

object can be used to demonstrate relationships between groups of cards; Polaroid 

photographs of the groups as they develop are also useful to track the evolution of a 

conclusion or finding. 

Anthropologists very often collect far more data than they can or do use'^ I think 

this is due in part to an inability to physically see it all when the time comes to use it. 

Interview transcripts can be especially difficult in this regard, with choice quotes often 

buried and forgotten. Relationships, too, between disparate pieces of data - like an 

interview quote and an ad from a popular magazine - are difficult to see when these 

pieces live in inflexible mediums like transcripts. This approach to analysis, then, makes 

data more physically accessible and flexible. By making reference on cards to data that 

exists elsewhere, this method does not disturb the organization of original sources. 

" It is not a proprietary method. 
See Sanjek 1990 on the subject of data accumulation, organization, and use. 
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Further, it allows the same idea to live in multiple places, and to move, which reflects the 

process of analysis. Analysis is flexible; our flrst thoughts are rarely our last, as I learned 

with this project. As has been demonstrated by those who use this method of analysis in 

professional settings, taking pictures of these walls as they develop and change reinforces 

the end result because it shows how it was achieved. It also allows us as researchers to 

learn more about our processes and about how we as individual practitioners go about our 

craft, which in turn can only help students like myself. 

Four Methodological Issues 

As I noted at the outset of this chapter, I struggled with distinctions that had arisen 

in my mind between descriptions of methods I found in textbooks, and what I 

encountered in their application in my research. I had no training in multi-site 

ethnography of the kind discussed above, nor with ethnography that works on levels from 

micro to macro (Hakken 1999). My fieldwork experiences were in much more 

"traditional" topics in more "traditional" types of settings - a conununity center, with 

urban street kids. I think this lack of training contributed to my problems during the flrst 

phase of fleldwork because my ability to frame questions was in part limited to my 

training in how to go about answering them. 

In this section, then, I turn to four issues that I encountered during my practice of 

method. Since this practice was sometimes fumbling, this discussion involves a 

potentially risky amount of honesty about my capabilities as a researcher. I have always 
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sort-of liked confessional anthropology" but I've also always liked reflexivity. Arguing 

for a return to an anthropology of technology, Pfaffenberger (1992) says that 

anthropology must apply its productive venture into reflexivity to the study of 

technology, to expose the rhetorics we have long accepted about its role in Western life. 

That is the thing of reflexivity: it exposes rhetoric we have long accepted, the thinking 

behind our actions (the beliefs behind our methods), and the areas in which there is still 

work to do to expand our repertoire of methods (or our teachings about them) (Marcus 

and Fischer 1986). 

All four sections in this discussion revolve around concerns that are especially 

relevant for researchers working on issues both in the contemporary setting and around 

technologies like computers. These issues are: "events"; influx of information; computer 

revolution rhetoric; and the problem of technology. By events, I mean happenings or 

entities that have time and sometimes space boundaries, which in the case of Y2K 

constrained the methods I was able to employ. Influx of information refers to the "liquid 

flow of information within which individuals and organizations must learn to survive" 

(Fischer 2000b:31), in which I almost drowned while trying to keep up with information 

about Y2K. Computer revolution rhetoric refers to the "master narrative" (Pfaffenberger 

1992) of computerization in the U.S. that permeates views on technology and thus affects 

technology studies by sometimes blinding researchers to its mythologies. Finally, I 

discuss the problem of how to approach the study of technology, which in Western 

society today poses a special hazard to the researcher. 

Barley's (1983) confessional is one of my favorite pieces of anthropological literature. 



Those of us studying in "new" areas like cyberspace, high-tech, and the business 

world have the pleasure of dealing with an interesting set of methodological concerns 

posed by the discipline(s, since very often these new areas are the subject of 

interdisciplinary study), that those in "old" areas are usually less expected to answer 

(Marcus 2000, Hakken 1999). These concerns revolve around the notion of newness: is it 

valid, can it contribute, how do we use it, what new thing can it tell us? Most importantly 

for this discussion, concerns arise as to how to study new things and how to make sense 

of the data generated. Marcus (1998) calls these "methodological anxieties," triggered by 

the challenge that new or different foci of study pose to "conventional views and 

commitments of ethnographic method" (82). These expectations must be addressed 

vigorously, such that methodological discussions become exchanges between fieldworker 

and academic reader (Marcus 2000, Clifford 1983). Of course, this is also somewhat 

anticipatory, in that text is necessarily static and I must determine ahead of time what 

questions the reader will have. This section is designed to speak to these anxieties by 

elaborating the challenges my research topic posed to my research methods. 

Events 

The title of this work alludes to the concept of events by calling Y2K a "non-

event." While this label will be interrogated extensively in the following chapters, the 

methodological implications around issues seen as events bear some discussion. These 

occur both on the practice side - we make events by entextualizing data - and on the 

performance side - participants define events for themselves. Events, by their very 
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definition, have boundaries. They are framed, in that these boundaries are both in time 

and space as well as in the expectations, significance and meaning attached to them. 

From them are expected mostly clear-cut beginnings and endings and typically some kind 

of outcome or result - think of fund-raisers, ballgames, job fairs, presidential 

inaugurations. Generally they have linear trajectories: first this, then this, then finally 

that happened. Moreover, they are occasions of some significance, that stand out from 

the everyday and ordinary. These characteristics and their implications for method are 

discussed in this section. 

Anthropologists are not unaccustomed to dealing with events, for it is often 

discrete events that form the most compelling data or coalesce our various hunches. 

Perhaps the most famous single event in anthropology is Geertz's (1973) Balinese cock 

fight. He argues that Balinese life is lived in spurts, "less a fiow.. .than an on-ofT 

pulsation when 'something' (that is, something significant) is happening, and equally 

short ones where 'nothing'.. .is" (445). His thick description of the event of the cock 

fight is thus a legitimate tool for the encapsulation of meaning in Balinese life. The event 

becomes (in the anthropologist's hands) a text for reading the nature of this life. Indeed, 

the act of thick description bounds and defines an event as such by entextiializing it as a 

discrete entity. We create the beginning and end arbitrarily, even if we adhere to any 

begiimings and endings defined by those involved in the event, through this act of 

choosing what to extextualize. I have done this by choosing to start my story of Y2K 

with two-digit date prognunming, thus marking the start of the event from an analytical 

point of view. 
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As I noted earlier, my placement of the analytical boundaries of Y2K as event 

echo to a certain extent those found in numerous popular writings about Y2K. These 

decisions by authors and others are acts of enfiramement (Button 1999) that happen in 

every event. Framing "both constructs and reconstructs meaning in a selective manner 

that legitimizes some accounts while obscuring others...Frames create the story line and 

narrative" of an event (115). In this way, the bounds of meaning are determined. Frames 

determine what the characteristics of an event will be, including their time and space 

boundaries. For Y2K, this meaning included the idea that if anything was to go wrong, it 

would go wrong at midnight on December 31. By as early as 12:15 A.M. on January 1, 

many decided Y2K was over: 

I expected that, if anything did happen, it would happen literally when computers hit 
that 00...By the time it was midnight, we were just so relieved that...we weren't 
going to need to implement all of our plans and everything, it was just such a relief 
that it was really a happy New Year, and we just, once it was about 12:15, my older 
son took off and went to his friend's house and my younger son went to bed, and that 
was it. 

This framing of Y2IC as a time-bound event meant that in order to study it before 

it happened, I had to adhere to this schedule. As I noted above in my discussions of my 

research in 1999,1 was unable to complete my original plan of study by the end of the 

year. Since this plan was based on the idea of measuring reactions to Y2K predictions, it 

had to be completed before most people expected these predictions to be proven or 

disproven (i.e. before the end of the year). The researcher should be aware of the 

boundaries, or more importantly the end boundary, of the event and plan accordingly well 

in advance. This includes accounting for how the research will be affected once the event 

is over and potential participants and audiences may no longer be interested. In fact. 



96 

communities of participants may entirely disband after an event is over, as happened with 

both the Tucson Y2K Center and most of the online Y2K groups with whom I worked. 

Working against deadlines can also pose challenges in terms of what methods 

may be used. As I noted about the Tucson Y2K Center, in general people I approached 

expressed interest in my study but not in participating as interview subjects, because of 

the time commitment involved. Their own sense of a deadline, of a time that they must 

be as prepared as possible or else be in serious danger, far outweighed any interest they 

may have had in my study. This is of course completely understandable. People faced 

with crises cannot be expected to take time to sit down and reflect on their situation for 

something they will surely see as an academic exercise - especially in the face of what 

was expected to happen during Y2K. However, the "traditional" toolkit of cultural 

anthropology tends to stress relationships developed over time, intensive participant-

observation, open-ended interviews of significant length, and keeping up with the full 

range of contextual and secondary resources pertinent to the topic at hand. As I found, 

participant-observation and alternative sources of data, like email messages'^, must be 

drawn on more heavily in situations such as this." 

There can be tensions generated from the meeting of a group's event framing and 

the anthropologist's endeavors. For example, I argue in the next chapter that it is in the 

nature of technological systems to fail; it is therefore normal (Perrow 1984). This 

I emphasize again that any email messages I used in this study came from people who were aware of my 
presence in their group and of my project Although it can be argued that email messages constitute a 
public statement and thus their authors do not have to be consulted before they are used, I personally feel 
full disclosure is the only ethical route. 
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theoretical assumption clashes with the widespread feeling that Y2K posed an unusual 

threat because of the supposed safety of computing technologies. This unusual quality 

made Y2K an event, often defined in hazard and risk studies as something out of the 

ordinary (Kreps 1998). In its dominant construction, Y2K as an event was about 

technology, about fundamentalist Christians and survivalists overreacting to their own 

notions of government conspiracies, about trust in computers, about globalization and 

interconnectedness of computing systems. As this work will show, Y2K was an issue of 

complexity far beyond these parameters; yet these boundaries were and are difficult to 

stretch or change. While of course anthropologists pride themselves in being able to dig 

beyond surface meanings and themselves declare the "true" meaning of a thing, what we 

must realize is that these constructions carry weight. Audiences - even of our own 

colleagues - often hold to these boundaries, making our traditional acts of meaiung-

setting more difficult. My project was the brunt of several jokes among colleagues about 

whether I was going to become a survivalist, and I encountered some of the same 

attitudes about Y2K being only hype. I was shocked by the fact that anthropologists 

would dismiss Y2K as a topic for study. The anthropologist undertaking to study an 

event must realize the weight of these constructions, especially in the contemporary 

setting. 

One way of analyzing events is to harness the narratives that participants and even 

observers tell. Having boundaries, events usually have linear trajectories, with begiiming 

and ending and discrete stages in between (Raphael 1986). Informants are able to recite a 

" Such adaptations are not isolated to time-bound situations but are characteristics of multi-sited 
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narrative of this trajectory that reflects their experience of movmg with it through time. 

Setha Low (2000) has suggested that these event narratives can be parsed into report 

(what happened), evaluation (what I think about what happened), constructing meaning 

(what did the event mean?), critiquing the construction (accept or don't accept it), and 

finally positioning of the self vis-a-vis the event (participated/not, believed it/not, etc.) I 

found this to be a useful way in which to structure questioning, by replicating a linear 

trajectory and asking participants questions that elicited responses to these five 

considerations. 

After the ending has been reached and a final meaning affixed to the event, it can 

be difficult to argue against, or even to work within, the confines of the event boundaries. 

I found this to be especially true of trying to write about Y2K in the retrospective. I 

examine this in the final section of this chapter. 

Information Inflia 

In a way, it is not just influx of information, but the implications of the media age 

in general that are at issue. Y2K was constructed as an event in a very public way, with 

the media serving as a main conduit of information for establishing what Y2K was and 

what it meant. While again, this will be a topic for further discussion in later chapters, its 

bearings on fieldwork are of interest here. 

As any "good researcher" does, I endeavored to keep up with day-to-day 

developments related to Y2K through 1999, and to track social response on a general 

ethnography, which, as I noted earlier in this chapter, is a fiindamentaliy different endeavor from the 
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level through media coverage, commentary, television shows, advertising, movies, and 

material objects like the fuzzy, blue and black, six-legged "Y2K Bug" still sitting on top 

of my computer monitor. As any who attempt to do this with a developing news story in 

the 24-hour-a-day, seven-days-a-week news environment will know, this is practically 

impossible unless one can drop every other activity and stay glued both to an Internet-

connected computer and a cable-connected television. 

That I was unable to do this was frustrating, to say the least. I questioned whether 

I was, in fact, a good researcher or not. The onslaught of information currently available 

has given rise to new forms of "anomie and alienation, 'information anxiety' that is 

already spawning a cottage industry in techniques for restoring confidence that one's own 

limited range of knowledge and skill still counts for something" (Rochlin 1997: 37). In 

my undergraduate class on method, I had been taught that one of the first steps in 

researching was to read newspapers and magazines, watch television, and otherwise 

collect media data on one's topic. We were encouraged to continue this practice on a 

weekly basis throughout the research, to develop background material, and to be as 

thorough as possible. This isn't hard when there is a community or particular small 

group under study, and the range of sources limited. Y2K generated hundreds of articles 

every week in the print media and postings on the Internet. 

The impossibility of this task was unexpected for me, because I had never tried to 

research anything that was a "media event." While some believers were upset over what 

they saw as a lack of media attention to Y2K, I found keeping up with what was done to 

traditional, single-sited ethnographies out of which this toolkit has developed. 
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be overwhelming. This was especially true on the Web, which has provided a new and 

powerful vehicle for alternative media sources. This was clear when protests closed 

down Seattle during meetings of the World Trade Organization in 1999, as small-format, 

non-Big Network reporters provided what some believed was more reliable and accurate 

coverage over the Internet. The same was true for Y2K, among many with whom I had 

contact; they felt that marginalized news organizations like World Net Daily" provided 

more accurate - although also potentially more biased - coverage of Y2K-related issues. 

Every day, every hour even, one could go on the Net, search for "Y2K" and find 

themselves faced with hundreds of new articles, postings, documents, and Web pages. 

One of my interview participants raised another impact of the information age on 

one's ability to keep up with a topic: "[Y2K] was far and away the most complex issue, 

the most difficult issue [we] ever had to look at, just in terms of information, how do you 

sort it out? It was more than a full-time job, just to say on top of it." As he is suggesting, 

it was not just impossible to keep up with the processed media coverage, but with the 

unprocessed information glut. Disclosure of remediation efforts and potential hazards by 

institutions like utilities, whether voluntary or not, was a big issue among Y2K activists 

and individuals responsible for Y2K preparation and public relations in governments, 

utilities, and corporations. One activist on the listserv made forcing disclosure of 

electrical utilities her chief concern; the Net served as a conduit for finding and 

distributing the information such activists were seeking. The U.S. government alone 

World Net Daily is an online news organization started in 1999 that bills itself as "a fiercely independent 
news service created to capitalize on new media technology and opportunities, to reinterpret the role of the 
free press as a guardian of liberty, an exponent of truth and an uncompromising disseminator of news" 
(http://www.woridnetdaily.com/resources/about_WND.asp). It takes a conservative approach. 

http://www.woridnetdaily.com/resources/about_WND.asp
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produced nearly 100 Congressional reports, totaling in the thousands of pages. 

What does this mean in terms of method? Again, anticipation is a substantial part 

of the battle, for it means one can be prepared. Once I progressed in my research, 1 

became better able to discem what media coverage and information would be both 

appropriate and useful to my studies. I chose to ignore, on a professional level, most of 

the disclosure information, which usually covered things like the preparation of utilities 

and development of emergency plans. Mainstream media coverage - major networks, 

weekly popular magazines like Newsweek, and major newspapers like The New York 

Times - was important to me, because I was interested in the role the media was playing 

in the construction of Y2K. as a problem (or not). I also tracked the sources that believers 

seemed to be following: Websites like those belonging to Gary North and Ed Yourdon, 

two leading Y2K pundits, were frequently cited or linked to, and I looked to my 

participant-observation research to direct my reading of alternative media sources like 

World Net Daily. Sampling also seemed an effective tool. I applied this primarily to 

Web sites, of which prior to 2000 there were many. As media coverage post-Y2K was 

practically nil, it was substantially easier to collect this data in a more holistic fashion. 

These strategies aside, however, I think some consideration of the demands that 

the discipline places on its researchers is warranted, in the face of this marked increase in 

available information. I often found myself confronted with the expectation that I was 

the resident "Y2K expert" of my department. People seemed to expect that I would know 

everything there was to know about the subject, both from an academic/theoretical and a 

generalist perspective. While usually I knew enough to answer their questions, having 
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been steeped for some time in the stew of Y2K information, this expectation created 

anxiety in me that I was not doing my job properly. When the topic is narrow and the 

literature small, such expertise is more easily achieved and maintained. But we must 

realize that, as our topical reach expands into the contemporary environment and (as the 

American Anthropological Association has asked*") to current debates of interest to 

society as a whole, our expectations of experts may have to adapt to the constant 

onslaught of unflltered information. 

I have not found much in the way of input from other fieldwork studies that helps 

with the problem of information influx. I suspect this is largely due to the fact that 

anthropology has still to really take on the task of studying "mass culture," with its 

inherent challenges like scale. There are ways, however, of dealing with such large 

bodies of data once we have learned to swim in them. Star's (1999) article on the 

ethnography of infirastructure is helpful in that regard. She suggests we identify master 

narratives and themes. Such "voices" speak to the presumptions of their authors by 

excluding other possibilities. A master narrative of Y2K would be that nothing happened 

as a result of the computer bug. Moreover, we should look for what elements aren't 

acknowledged, which she calls the "invisible work" of a system. We can interpret this in 

the case of Y2K to see what factors in its production are being emphasized and which 

overlooked or refuted. Both of these types of inclusion and exclusion speak to the 

constructions to which they give voice. 

I have been talking in part about the impact of the Internet and other 

™ This request was inherent in the Call For Papers for the 2000 Annual Meetings. See AAA 1999. 
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communication technologies on this work. Now, I want to turn more broadly to the issue 

of how rhetoric about technology, especially computing technologies, has affected the 

execution of this research. This point goes hand-in-hand with the fmal, and I think most 

important, methodological observation in this chapter: that of seeing the technology in 

issues like Y2K as an organizing point, and not the end point. This distinction will be 

clearer once we have progressed through a discussion of how the rhetoric of computing 

technologies in the contemporary setting can cloud our thinking. 

Computer Revolution Rhetoric 

The kind of methodological anxiety I mentioned earlier has arisen around the 

issue of technology. Anthropologists used to study material culture (technology) as a 

routine element of ethnography, but largely abandoned it some time ago (Pfaffenberger 

1992). Prodded by other disciplines like science and technology studies (see Fischer 

2000a) and by the increasing reliance of Western society on advanced technologies 

(Pippin 199S), anthropology is once again becoming aware of the importance of studying 

technology. Accompanying this reawakening is anxiety over whether there are new 

forms of behavior or new circumstances developing in response to technology, and 

whether new forms of method are needed to understand our interactions with it. 

This anxiety is good; we need to wonder about the forms and natures of society's 

responses to technology (and technology's responses to society) since, because of the 

discipline's ignorance of them for so long, they are now something of a mystery. The 

problem comes when the anxiety drives us to think we have to cast off everything we've 



104 

known and done and create entirely new methods. This feeling is primarily driven by the 

Standard View of technology (Pfaffenberger 1992) and its offshoot, computer revolution 

rhetoric (Hakken 1999). As master narratives of society, these constructions represent 

the mythic ways in which society views technology; they are easily elicited from most 

members of a society because they are so widely held. These narratives shape our 

anxieties by convincing us that technology is the driving force behind Western society, 

that computers are causing change that represents a break with the past, that we live in an 

'information society" that somehow distinguishes our culture from others. 

For reasons that I will examine in the next chapter, standard attitudes toward 

technology in the U.S. are largely deterministic. This is certainly the case with computer 

revolution rhetoric (or CR, as Hakken (1999) has called it). In this rhetoric, the co

occurrence of the inu-oduction of computing on a wide scale with changes in social 

behavior like using cell phones, is a relationship of cause and effect. As the name 

implies, users of this rhetoric believe in a computer revolution. For example, a somewhat 

tongue-in-cheek rendition of CR might start off "and Bill Gates said, 'Let there be a PC,' 

and there was a PC, and it was good. And lo, the people saw that there were myriad 

changes in society, which must surely have been the work of the PC..." Sometimes, it is 

that simplistic. My favorite real-life example of CR comes from a Newsweek article: 

"There's no turning back. Once a novelty, the Internet is now transforming how 

Americans live, think, talk and love; how we go to school, make money, see the doctor 

and elect presidents. This isn't just about the future - it's about the here and now," 

(1999:39). 
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If it is plausible to see the relationship between computers and social change 

posited by CR, and so many people accept the relationship, what's the problem? First, 

accepting CR negates the need for research into the character of contemporary life, by a 

priori stating what forces are at work. It accepts Western society's hype about itself and 

its own inventions without critically examining these claims, making it a kind of 

ideological "going native." This is contra anthropology's stated mission to uncover the 

inner workings of a culture. 

Second, accepting this rhetoric leaves the anthropologist feeling both like she 

must and like she can reinvent the wheel. If what we are seeing is wholly new - there 

have never been such technologies before, and the "changes" we are seeing are due to 

these technologies - there can be the feeling that there is no comparative value in the 

research. There would be no other time or society to which parallels could be drawn. 

Again, we must look to anthropology's mission, which is to be a comparative field of 

study that builds evidence case-by-case based on similarities and difference, and ask 

whether or not we wish to abandon this mission based on little-questioned rhetoric. The 

trick is to see beyond the dazzle of the rhetoric. "Most changes in the content of 

everyday life brought on by technology can be recognized as versions of earlier patterns" 

(Wiimer 1986:12). For example, Hakken notes that the production of high-tech devices 

often occurs inside wage relations very similar to those in other industrial settings. 

The best way to deal with this rhetoric, I have found, is to conceptualize it as 

myth and seek out as much literature that critiques this myth as possible. Winner's 

(1986) chapter on mythinformation is a good place to start, as is Hakken's (1999) 
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introductory chapter. I have further found Pfaffenberger's work on the personal 

computer revolution (1988b), the fetishization of technology (1988a) and advocacy of a 

new anthropology of technology (1992) to be useful; as well as a thoughtful piece by 

Mesthene (1999) on the "nature" of technology and its relationship to a social fascination 

with novelty and revolution. 

CR faces us (as a discipline) with a choice; we can either become the lead 

missionaries, reinforcing the notion of radical change triggered by technology through an 

uncritical examination of any technology-related phenomena, or we can advocate ways of 

looking at technology that properly contextualize and interrogate the participation of 

technology in social behavior. Not surprisingly, I suggest we choose the latter. 

The Problem of Technology 

Originally, I had planned here to talk about what I was calling "technology as an 

organizing point." I was very troubled by the emphasis placed on the role of technology 

in Y2K, in what I saw happening in the world around me and even among my colleagues. 

It struck me that the master narrative of technology had so permeated Western society 

that even the discipline ran the risk of being unable to see beyond it. I wanted to suggest 

a way of de-emphasizing technology by actually centering it, putting it in all its contexts 

in order to see what other forces were acting in any situation that seemed to be just about 

technology. In fact, I used this approach, as I have already discussed, in my work on 

Y2K and found that it was quite successful. I discovered in retrospect that I had used 

Marcus' (1998) "follow the (blank)" approach. 
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Being a student I am not ashamed to say that a funny thing happened on the way 

to writing this section: I discovered that, even after decentering the technology involved 

in Y2K, I wound up with an analysis that saw technology everywhere. I even, to my 

horror, began to see traces of determinism in the ways I was writing about the 

characteristics of technology and the domination of technological ideologies and rhetoric. 

Having taken a constructivist approach (or so I thought) and having purposefully de-

emphasized the specific technology involved in Y2K, I thought I had also dodged the 

problem of technology as a system, as an ordering of society. I realized, however, that I 

had fallen prey to the very thing I was trying to avoid, which is centralizing the role of 

technology without balancing it with the role of society. In Chapter Two I focus heavily 

on contexts that, while social, are also undeniably technical: attributes of large technical 

systems, views about technology in society, the condition of modernity (argued to be 

ordered by technology), risks arising from technology. Having not yet fully developed 

the remaining chapter, I had an imbalance between the two; I had temporarily lost the 

role of society by having foregrounded the role of technology. 

Surely, though, part of this is due to my own bias, that I tried to suppress and yet 

which still managed to show itself. In the next chapter I discuss "ideologies of 

technology" in the contemporary American setting. I had some consideration of whether 

1 should be using the word ideologies and did later decide to amend the section title with 

"and attitudes" to downplay the ideologies a bit. The term is laden with pejorative 

meaning (Geertz 1973); Geertz says one of anthropology's jobs is to expose ideologies to 

reality, thereby indicating that they are something other than reality. Since they "make 
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claims about the condition and direction of society," (232) it is not surprising that we 

should pick on them. I am, as I have said, disturbed by the depth and force of ideologies 

of technology at work in society, to such an extent that I probably look too hard to see 

them. I know that this is likely the case; I have spent almost the last two years focusing 

on the ways we think about technology. While I do not believe it biases my work to such 

an extent as to make me wrong in my arguments, I do believe it makes me more likely to 

emphasize these things. So, I should not be surprised that I did, to some extent. 

So perhaps mine is a cautionary tale: without being able to see the in-tandem roles 

of society and technology at work at the same time, there is the risk of slipping into 

determinism. This is problematic because determinism is a theoretical approach that 

denies humanity agency. It is also a caution that method can be too easily relied upon to 

keep us out of urouble. I thought by decentering technology I would be primarily 

focusing on society; what I didn't realize is that the two, since they work in tandem, want 

to be equal. This fact was undeniable as my text took shape. I also had failed to fully 

understand my own bias in regard to technology; like so many other discoveries I have 

made in the process of this work, it is a lesson well-Ieamed. 

On Writing 

As a final note, I had some difficulty in writing in retrospect about something that 

was supposed to happen, and didn't (or maybe did, but proof is hard to fmd and a hard 

concept anyway). In the introduction, I described what Y2K was supix)sed to be - what 
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the problems were supposed to be, what the consequences were supposed to be (maybe). 

Since, with only one exception, those on whose experience this work focuses believed 

that nothing had happened, and the mainstream construction of Y2K also contained this 

belief, I had to treat this as fact. This was a little hard for me. After two years of 

defending Y2K as something real, I had developed a knee-jerk reaction to people saying 

nothing had happened - because there were Y2K-related problems, some of which I 

considered fairly serious. The Pentagon lost communication with some spy satellites for 

several hours on New Year's Eve, for instance (Dube 2000, Hess 2000), which could 

have had serious repercussions for national safety. Of course, the fact that these failures 

did not constitute "anything happening" spoke to the strength of the construction and thus 

to the strength of my argument, and for that I was glad. 

The construction also contains the idea that Y2K is over, which presented me with 

another textual problem. Did I accept this and write about Y2K in the past tense? Or, did 

I adopt a more linguistically clumsy approach in which I always said something about 

people believing Y2K was over whenever I referred to its status? I also encountered 

tense challenges in writing about predictions and actualities. It was not always easy to 

make clear which was which, in part because the construction makes Y2K a thing of the 

past. Furthermore, I worried that the weight of expectation and prediction, of the 

uncertainty of the days before Y2K, would not come through for an audience that had 

been through Y2K and likely shared the ideas of the standard construction. When a 

history is unknown, anyone can write it with authority and the audience can accept the 

events at face value, if they have not participated in them. For participants, even when 
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they have only seen news coverage and rung in the New Year with their lights still on, 

there is a running commentary based on their experiences. Even I had trouble suspending 

my experience, which is probably why I worried others would too. 

Furthermore, entextualizing this research and all the accompanying mental work 

that I have done over the past two years was difficult because for me, these things had 

become tacit "knowledge" - since interpretations are artifacts just as are the constructions 

that we study. I knew that Y2K was a construction and what that construction was, and 

further knew that I had - somewhere - evidence to support that knowledge. Writing this, 

however, was another matter. Part of the reason anthropology students are encouraged to 

work outside their own cultures is because this pitfall of tacit knowledge is so 

encompassing. The danger that we might so internalize our own interpretations as to be 

unable to write about them is less discussed. The difficulty of writing is then both to 

again unearth this "knowledge" and make it accessible to others so that it might be 

critiqued and used, and to conquer the fear that this knowledge will, like any other 

cultural artifact, be deconstructed and shown to be what we know it is - contingent upon 

its time, place, and authorship. 

010100 

I set out in this chapter to accomplish three things: explain how data was 

generated, demonstrate how I went from data to text, and explore issues of praxis. I 

described the process of data gathering that I went through and coupled this with a 

narrative of how I arrived at the final research question examined in this text. This 

established the provenance of the data and of the analysis. The main point of interest in 
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these discussions, aside from the "scientific" detail of data collection, is that the research 

question was constantly evolving. From the very beginning of this research two years 

ago, through a number of changes in the focus, up to its entextualization here, the central 

question I sought to answer changed. This was in response in part to method constraints, 

but primarily to the data itself. In the end, the data presented the question, instead of the 

question being presented to the data. It was rather like a game of Jeopardy in that regard. 

I added to this narrative of exploration some observations about four issues (events, 

information influx, computer revolution rhetoric, and technology) that I encountered in 

my practice of anthropology for which I had been unprepared. In discussing these issues, 

I have tried to demonstrate the challenges anthropologists face in the field, especially in 

regard to contemporary Western researches, and highlight how students can be better 

prepared to meet these challenges. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

Y2K: THE CONSTRUCTION 

010100 

The past is problematic. Anthropology had, until quite recently, a serious 

problem with the past (Marcus 1994). This was especially true in terms of allowing 

textual subjects to have one - not writing in the ahistorical "ethnographic present" - and 

in acknowledging the discipline's complicity with the West's colonial endeavors. 

Instead, the unpleasantness of the past was buried in timeless accounts and feigned 

ignorance of anthropology's development extextualized as history. "When 'history' 

overtakes some new chunk of the recent past it always comes as a relief - one thing that 

history does...is to fumigate experience, making it safe and sterile...[it obscures] all the 

parts that are dirty and exciting and dangerous and uncomfortable and real" (New Yorker 

quoted in Lowenthal I985:xxv). 

The process of fixing the past as history is one of negotiation and construction, 

"the product of a complex interpretive process, which, like any practice, is inflected by 

broader social projects" (Alonso 1988:37). The contrast between the amorphousness and 

confusion during an event, with the fixity in historical or retrospective depiction once it is 

over, is striking, as can be the ways in which events as history take on meaning and are 

framed within a larger system of social production. What is remembered may well not be 

what "actually happened," but that is the point: "the contingency of history-as-action is 

always mitigated by the backwards gaze of history-as-representation which orders and 
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explains, which introduces a teleology hardly evident at the time of the original events" 

(34). History tells not just what happened, but also why and how by imposing the cause-

and-effect trajectory of this teleology. 

Alonso was writing about a shooting that occurred during fieldwork in Mexico. 

That event took place over a very short time period, so we can imagine that the process 

might be slightly different for those that take longer to transpire. Those engaged in trying 

to understand the event, be they participants or observers (or some combination thereof), 

engage in ongoing interpretation and refiraming of a longer-term event as it unfolds. By 

the end of the event, then, there has been sufficient time to build up interpretive models. 

However, it is only in the closure of the event and its fixing as history that the "proper" 

interpretive model - that is, the one on which people can agree as to the sufficiency of its 

explanatory power - becomes the dominant one. Think of the analytical and 

entextualizing process that anthropologists typically go through. One has a variety of 

possible interpretive models under consideration as evidence is collected; the closer one 

gets to finishing fieldwork - ending the event - the more likely one is to have chosen a 

model that (one thinks) best suits the evidence. Yet we do not take this at face value; we 

have frameworks within which we place it - postmodernism, cultural ecology, structural 

functionalism. The process of entextualizing this model is the act of making history; 

events as we experienced them and explain them. 

Just as I struggled to find a peg on which to hang my thinking about methods, so I 

struggled to find an entry to the construction of Y2K. I felt torn between the ambiguity, 

flexibility and contingency of the history-as-action that came before January 1,2000, and 
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the fixity and assuredness of the Y2K history-as-representation. For example, I struggled 

to understand why people made a point of denying that they had even been concerned 

about Y2K. To explain: I had come to dread the inevitable question from acquaintances, 

"So, what's your thesis on?" Employing a trick learned from friends who are 

professional researchers, I developed a "mother in the elevator" explanation. This is one 

that can be delivered in less than a minute (the typical length of an elevator ride) and that 

one's mother (or, to avoid the sexist approach, anyone not in your field) would 

understand. While preparing to write this chapter, I had two opportunities over the 

course of a few days to employ this explanation. Both times, I launched into my 

explanation, only to be interrupted halfway. This interruption, in both cases, followed 

my mention of how I was juxtaposing the views of those concerned about Y2K with the 

more mainstream interpretation of Y2K as nothing to worry about. Again in both cases, 

this was met with a cry to the effect of, "Like me! I wasn't worried about it either!" 

Neither incident was the first time this had happened. It had been my experience 

throughout the research that people were eager to tell me of their lack of concern. I 

encountered this among fellow students, professors, family members, baggers at the 

grocery store, passengers on airplanes - practically any situation in which my interest in 

Y2K was apparent or in which I had to say what I studied. It was this eagerness of denial 

that fed my interest in understanding the experiences of those concerned about Y2K in 

the weeks and months after the turn of the year. I knew the mainstream reaction to Y2K 

was one of disdain, if perhaps tempered with some slight concern. It was reported, for 

instance, that New Year's airline flights and travel packages were underbooked; it 
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seemed many people were planning to stay home that night (Associated Press 1999b). In 

late 1999, polls were fmding that Americans planned to stock up on cash, gas, and food, 

and to not travel around New Year's (Zabarenko 1999). Yet people I encountered (prior 

to 2000) were insistent that they were not concerned and (during 2000 and beyond) had 

never been. It was almost as if not saying it somehow implied that you might have been 

concerned, and this carried some stigma. How could I make sense of this rush to denial? 

As I have been trained to do in such crises of interpretation and representation, I 

went back to the beginning, to the data and the catalyst for my research. I began to think 

about the act of reu-ospection embodied primarily in the interviews conducted during 

2000. This act by believers was a process of evaluating and fixing the meaning of Y2K 

not against their experiences prior to 2000, but against their impressions of the same act 

of retrospection, evaluation and fixity among those who had not believed (or had not 

wanted to believe). Y2K may have been many things during the time leading up to 2000, 

and some of these elements are crucial in understanding aspects like why that particular 

time period is an important analytical unit. Its meaning, however, was only fixed once it 

was considered over. In closing, it became history, with all the accompanying actions of 

re-presentation and re-framing. This denial that I was observing - or rather having thrust 

in my face - was part and parcel of the way in which Y2K had been constructed as 

history, as non-event. 

What remained was to work back from that understanding. In reality, I "followed 

the thing" not from start to fmish, but from finish to start. The meaning of Y2K is found, 

like all events, in the retrospective evaluation of what happened as a whole and the act of 
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framing this whole in light of the outcome to develop an explanatory model. This in 

itself makes Y2K a social construction. That this is what happened is reinforced by 

evidence from believers that demonstrates that even in the face of retrospective denial of 

Y2K as event and re-positioning as non-event, these people maintained that Y2K was an 

event because of the impact it had on their lives. It was as if they had experienced a 

different event entirely, and to a certain extent, they had, because for them it had been 

constructed differently. 

Before delving into Y2K as construction I want to make a few notes on the 

perspective I take on its development. In the 1997 movie Men In Black, a new recruit to 

the super-secret federal agency in charge of hosting space aliens on Earth asks his partner 

why the government doesn't just tell people about the aliens, since "people are smart, 

they can handle it." His partner replies, "A person is smart. People are dumb, panicky, 

dangerous animals, and you know it." This juxtaposition of individual and mass 

experience is not unlike the rhetorical move I make in my argument about the 

construction of Y2K. Writing from the perspective of those whose experiences I am 

closest to - interviewees, Tucson Y2K group members, the Y2K-BC listserv -1 make a 

broad generalization out of "society." This move reflects the impression among these 

individuals just mentioned that their experience stood in opposition to a generally 

uncaring and unaware public. They were described as "bored" (Serwer 1999:400) and 

siiffering from "Y2K fatigue" (Theobald 1999). In mid-1999, Ulrich (1999) noted that the 

Y2K community movement was "losing momentum. One reason for this may be the 

media, which have numbed people to the reality of the problem." Shortly before, Y2K 
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pundit and activist Ed Yourdon (1999b) "resigned" his post because he saw no more 

point in trying to convince people Y2K was real. I anchor these generalizations in either 

my own interview data or secondary observational or media data. 

Beyond writing from the experience-near perspective, however, I have observed 

that the effect of closure and stabilization of Y2K's meaning also fosters generalization. 

As Bijker (1995) tells us, these elements of the process of construction are necessarily 

reductionist, serving to limit the range of possible interpretation and meaning assigned to 

an artifact. It is my assertion that this is what happened with Y2K. On the level of 

abstraction of "people," Y2K is a non-event. Understanding this interpretation and how 

it came to be is the work of this chapter. 

OlOlOO 

Heavily influenced by mainstream media, the government, and social institutions 

like multinational corporations, an agreement of sorts was reached by the public during 

the time leading up to 2000 that Y2K had boundaries, expected attributes or features, and 

a certain set of potential outcomes. This agreement took what was a wide-ranging set of 

unknowns, which were difficult to grasp and make sense of, and created a neat package 

that people felt they could understand - and that they did not need to worry about. This 

process happened within a contextual frame that made possible the transformation of a 

coding decision into Y2K. These contexts constituted the complex web of significances 

and processes from which Y2K's meaning would be drawn. I use the singular, 

"meaning," purposefully. I posit that in closure and stabilization as history, Y2K came to 

have one meaning, a dominant construction against which experiences are judged. This 
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process is not unlike that outlined by Bijker (1995) on how technologies come to have 

meaning. In this chapter, I explore the elements of this construction. 

As I will show, the "just so" story or master narrative (PfafFenberger 1992) that 

came to represent Y2K was a deterministic model of cause and effect based on the idea 

that society is dependent upon technology. In the face of wide-ranging speculation about 

what might be, the risk factor was assessed against American faith in technology, a 

general lack of understanding about technology's attributes, and comfort with assigning 

experts as interfaces with technology. It was also assessed against the belief that there 

were technological fixes for the problem that humans could implement through hard 

work. What ultimately became the apparent mainstream consensus on Y2K was that it 

was not going to be a real problem - the institutions that dominate Western society would 

not allow it to happen, and regardless, it was just hype over something that couldn't be as 

bad as Y2K believers were saying. Certain markers of Y2K predictions coming true 

were established, such as the power going out, that would indicate whether it was 

happening. This was accompanied by time boundaries, a period around New Year's Eve 

when, if Y2K was going to occur, it would occur then. In these ways, Y2K was 

constructed as an event, a knowable quantity. When these expectations went unrealized, 

Y2K was dismissed as a non-event and its meaning stabilized. Nothing happened, and so 

it could be forgotten. By year-end 2000, it warranted hardly a mention in press reviews 

of the year that had been. A story that had been major news through 1999 paled in 

comparison to election difficulties, unrest in Israel and Palestine, and even a lackluster 

Olympic games. 
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010100 

In the second portion of this chapter, I seek to understand how Y2K was 

constructed by applying Bijker's (1995) model of the elements involved in assigning 

meaning to a technology. In this discussion, I focus most heavily on frames, as the other 

elements are mostly self-explanatory. Frames draw from a variety of sources, governing 

interactions around an artifact and leading to attribution of meaning to it. Judging from 

Bijker's list' of elements included in frames, there is obviously a wide range of elements 

on which I could focus in regard to Y2K. I have chosen five contextual issues - themes, 

attitudes, ideologies - present in the contemporary American context that I see as most 

salient. ̂  I start with attributes of technology-in-general in the contemporary era, such as 

interconnectedness and hiddenness, and ideological beliefs about technology in the 

United States. Since technology was seen as the cause of Y2K, these contexts are critical 

to understanding its construction. These contexts also include conditions fostered by 

anticipation of the year 2000, the commonly accepted millennium. Millennial hype and 

an association of fears about 2000 with marginalized views of apocalypticism contributed 

to Y2K's dismissal. 

However, reactions to 2000 also draw from insecurities promoted by modem (as 

in, manifestation of modernism) society's abilities to destroy itself through technological 

I See page 63. 
~ In this review the most noticeably "missing" element is discussion of predictions, especially those that fail 
to materialize (Farley 1993; Dublin 1991, Watters 1990, Turner, Nigg & Paz 1986). I have chosen to leave 
out this discussion because I wanted to focus on the construction and experience of Y2K. This area would 
be fhiitfiil if my investigation centered on how Y2K believers refocused their energies and concerns after 
Y2K. failed to materialize. 
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means. This serves as segue to the final contexts, modernity and risk. In simplistic 

terms, modernity, being the mode of life in industrialized society, constitutes the stage on 

which all social dramas unfold. Its particular characteristics shape and govern the pool of 

meanings from which Y2K's consUiiction was drawn. Given the flux we are beginning 

to see in the conditions of life, this discussion also includes postmodemity as mode, 

which some scholars argue is replacing or at least mixing with modernity. Finally, 

building on themes present throughout these discussions, risk and risk assessment is 

evaluated for their role in Y2K's construction. Using Beck's (1992) idea of the "risk 

society," I argue that ultimately, there was only one way Y2K could have been 

constructed in the dominant mode, given structures present in the contemporary 

environment. 

Y2K as Event/Non-Event 

Pfaffenberger (1992) has written of the Standard View of technology, which he 

calls a master narrative of Western society that nearly any member of that society could 

recite, almost without variation. There was a similar Standard View of Y2K, also a 

master narrative, which embodies the essence of the social construction of Y2K. 

Replicated over and over, this narrative tells the "just so" story of Y2K. This narrative 

has two sections: before 2000, when Y2K had more flexibility of outcome and meaning, 

and after 2000, when this flexibility and multiplicity of meaning evaporated. 

The narrative of Y2K before 2000 told what Y2K was, how it was created, what 
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could be done about it, and how we should react. In my observation, this quote from an 

American Red Cross booklet^ is typical; 

The Year 2000 technology problem, or bug, as it is sometimes called, was created in 
the early days of computers, when memory in computers was scarce and expensive. 
Programmers took shortcuts whenever possible to save space. Instead of using a 
four-digit code for year dates, a two-digit entry was used. This practice persisted, 
long aiter the need for saving space was eliminated. The two-digit code was also 
used in embedded chips, which exist in many devices that control processes, 
functions, machines (like cars), building ventilation systems, elevators, and fire and 
security alarm systems, which are part of our everyday lives. 

When the year 2000 comes, programs that have been coded with two-digit year codes 
will not distinguish between the years 2000 and 1900. If the program includes time-
sensitive calculations or comparisons, results are unpredictable. No one knows what 
problems may occur, how widespread they may be, or how long they will last. The 
good news is that federal, state, and local govenmients; banks and other fmancial 
institutions; retail businesses, and every other group affected by this problem have 
been working to resolve it, and a great deal of progress has been made. 

This narrative stressed that while problems were a potential, efforts could and 

would be made to fix the problem. In early February the Department of Defense, 

arguably one of the most critical institutions in the country, assured the country that it 

was "confident" it had date bugs under control, with a "very aggressive" remediation 

program (Glascock 1999). Samuelson (1998:51) chastised business for not starting 

remediations sooner, noting that the problem was "completely predictable and - with 

enough time and money - fixable." Even after the City of Los Angeles failed some Y2K 

tests, its mayor remained convinced that more tests would head off trouble in 2000 

(Drudge 1999). As discussed in the introductory chapter, there was a wide range of 

predictions about failures and their repercussions. The federal government was concerned 

about what might happen should appropriate steps not be taken: 

' Y2K; What You Should Know, 1999. 
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At the time [that Congressional hearings on Y2K began, in 1996], our Nation was 
simply not moving forward with the required dispatch to effectively respond to the 
devastating effects of the "mother" of all computer glitches, potentially crippling vital 
Government functions, critical industry performance, and our robust economy. 
(Morella 1999b: I) 

Although the conviction that the date bug could be fixed was an important part of the 

narrative, preparation - or rather prudence - was equally important. For example, the 

American Red Cross brochure firom which I quoted above goes on to give tips on how to 

prepare for Y2K, including getting paper copies of financial statements, buying extra 

food and water, and gathering first-aid supplies. 

These themes of repair/prevention focused on the date bug as causal element and 

the ramifications of failures related to it. This cause-and-effect relationship is the essence 

of Y2K. It was typically described in these terms; 

Y2K problems mainly afflict older computers and the microchips rutming many 
machines that use only two digits to record the year. By mistaking the "00" in 2000 
for 1900, many computers could crash or garble data. (Hutzler 1999) 

[Y2K is] the problem that can occur when computers and some other high-tech 
devices encounter the date 2000. Many computers that use only two digits to 
represent the year will act as though 00 means 1900 rather than 2000. Unless the 
problem is fixed, some systems may fail or produce inaccurate results. (Nicholson 
1999) 

The year 2000 computer problem stems from how computers, computer-operated 
machines and software handle two-digit dates ending in 00. A computer could read 
00 as 1900 or any other year ending in 00, corrupting the system. Systems that are 
not repaired could malfimction or not work at all. (Burton 1999) 

Potential social problems were predicated on technological failures - or on the threat of 

them. The Federal Emergency Management Association had SO state emergency 

declarations drawn up in anticipation of Y2K problems (Guido 1999), as governments 

retreated to bunkers and the State Department prepared to evacuate diplomatic staff 
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around the world (Crowley 1999, Wolf 1999). The systems and infrastructures thought 

vulnerable to Y2K^ were seen as so crucial to the functioning of American society that 

their failures might be catastrophic. 

Even the suggestion of such failures might be met with panic. Among Senate 

committees working on Y2K, it was felt that part of the effort required to meet the 

challenge of Y2K was providing "the public with facts... although it has been my 

experience that most people are aware of the Y2K issue, they still do not have a good 

understanding of its potential impact or lack of impact.. .unless we get the message out, 

the level of public fear could rise" (Barcia 1999:7). The White House took pains to 

assure citizens that the potential problems they might face during Y2K were no worse 

than everyday problems (e.g. Bridis 1999). For example, they noted that households 

spend an average of 13 hours per year without electricity, and that about 1% of traffic 

lights fail every day. 

The congressman just quoted needn't have worried. The standard view of Y2K 

was that there was little cause for concern. In interviews during late 19991 was told; 

Well, some people think it's gouig to interfere, [cause] breakdown because of the 
inability to transfer from 1999 to the year 2000, thinking it might be, 1899 or 1900, 
they don't know. I'm not worried about it. I think it's well in hand. I think it's more 
or less a hyped thing anyway. It may be more important in the backwards Third 
World. But in the modem, up-to-date countries, I don't think it's going to be a 
problem at all. 

(Q: What did you think about Y2K when you first heard about it?) Oh, that I, I just 
thought it was the media hyping it up, that no company was really going to let that 
happen.' 

'* See overview of predictions on page 36. 
' In fact, I heard this sentiment on numerous occasions - that the government and corporations (especially 
the latter) had too much invested in not Just computerization but in the Western capitalist system to let a 
fixable problem be their downfall. 
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(Q: What did you think about Y2K when you first heard about it?) Well I didn't 
think too much because I'm not involved in computers, it was just rhetoric as far as I 
was concerned, just [arguing] backwards and forwards whether they could fix it or 
not. And it seems like it's under control pretty well now. (Q: It's under control 
now?) Well from what we hear. (Q: So how do you feel about it now?) Well 
because I'm not too involved, it's not really a serious problem for me, I'm sure 
people involved, even yourself probably are much more concerned than I would ever 
be. Probably at the time it would affect me, I'll sit up and listen, but at this point I 
wouldn't, no. 

The same lack of concern among the public was reflected in media coverage. Speaking 

about a letter fi-om his local water utility, one Detroit resident remarked, "More than 

likely, nothing's going to happen, and they know that. AH this does is get people all 

worked up unnecessarily. I'm sick and tired of it. I'll be glad when January 1 gets here" 

(Vaughn 1999). The Associated Press found in December 1999 that only 5% of people 

polled expected "major" Y2K problems, down from 10% during a similar poll in July 

(NewsMax.com 1999). 

However, this lack of concern is not as surprising as it might seem. The majority 

of informative efforts by the government and private organizations had been directed at 

panic mitigation. Authorities and institutions such as the Federal Emergency 

Management Association (FEMA) and the American Red Cross were advising people to 

prepare for only a few days of minor to moderate difficulties, likening any potential 

problems to a bad winter storm. "Everyone should have on hand the supplies they'd need 

in the event of a winter storm or other severe weather... everyone should take care of their 

preparations in advance so there won't be problems" (FEMA Director James Lee Witt 

quoted in FEMA 1999). In Ohio, as in other states, government emergency platmers 

were saying any "prudent" household would have three days' worth of supplies on hand 
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(Bennish 1999). I found numerous media reports that governments had set up "bunkers" 

and Y2K command posts, but were only planning to staff them a few days past the new 

year (e.g. Somerville 1999, Michaud 1999). While these organizations made it clear that 

they would stay longer if needed, they doubted that they would. New York City mayor 

Rudolph Guiliani noted that while he was somewhat concerned about possibilities like 

terrorist attacks on the city, "people should not allow themselves to get over-excited 

about this" (quoted in Michaud 1999). 

In the dominant construction of Y2K (pre-2000), there were two crucial elements 

that laid the foundation for its later construction as non-event: a narrow time window 

during which failures would happen, and a set of expectations about what those failures 

would be. I was struck during my interviews with believers by the extent to which even 

they had adopted the idea that date bug problems would happen in the period just around 

midnight on January 1. Cecil®, one of the interviewees, told me he was surprised "when 

January 1 came and went and very little happened," and it seemed Y2K had passed 

without incident. He was reflecting a common expectation that midnight on January 1 

would be the Y2K litmus test. In the Y2K-BC listserv, a member poll included the 

question, "Where will you be 12-31-99 at 11:59:59 PM?" 

This perception existed despite analysis to the contrary. Gartner Group had 

placed the window for the heaviest problems at 30 months, starting in late 1998 and 

nmning through early 2001 as glitches were fixed (Alexander 1999). This analysis 

placed a spike at January 1 (McDermott 1998), but did not limit problems to that date. 

' Not his real name. See Appendix B for descriptions of interview participants. 
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Even if January 1 passed without much difficulty, February 29 - a leap day with which 

computers might be largely unequipped to deal - loomed on the horizon. However, these 

considerations were not incorporated into the standard narrative. John Koskinen, the 

federal government's Y2K czar, noted that "one of the more troubling Y2K myths is the 

notion that January 1 is a seminal date on which everything, or nothing, Y2K-related will 

occur" (1999: 11-12). An Associated Press poll in late 1999 reported that 36% of 

respondents thought Y2K problems would last only a few days around the new year 

(Jesdanun 1999).^ In the same article, the director of the International Y2K Cooperation 

Center worried that "there is too much focus on New Year's weekend," noting the belief 

that January I was the only time people needed to worry about Y2K. As midnight rolled 

across the world, people in the U.S. watched to see what, if any, problems they might 

expect (Begley 2000). 

Midnight failures would both trigger and signal the beginning of Y2K. Like the 

expected time frame, there was a fairly standard set of expected outcomes (e.g. Bridis 

1999). Bear in mind that these were not necessarily predictions, but things that, if Y2K 

were happening, would make it evident. Blackouts were high on that list, as an easy and 

visible marker that failures were occurring (Archer 1999b). Another common marker 

was ATMs, thought likely to either start wildly dispensing cash or register incorrect 

balances, causing runs on banks. ATM network executives held a news conference in 

early December 1999 to reassure consimiers that their cash would be available and 

machines would work - and to prevent runs on cash supplies before New Year's (Currie 

' Other respondents did not expect any problems. 
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1999). Although the subject of jokes, plane crashes were also a possible marker, as were 

train derailments (DOT 1999, Johnson 1999). General social breakdown - rioting, 

looting, panic - as well as generic markers of war and post-apocalyptic visions, were also 

common (Luh 1999, Sullivan 1999). Nike briefly ran a conunercial that showed a runner 

on New Year's morning, running past smoldering rubble, wrecked cars, looted stores, and 

people freaking out. fVirecT s (1999:18-19) cover issue on Y2K featured a four-page 

photo-art layout on Y2K, depicting the impact of Y2K as creating a post-apocalyptic 

wasteland. Even nuclear holocaust was a possible indication that Y2K was happening. 

Both U.S. and Russian militaries were on full alert against accidental launches (Langton 

1999, Lean 1999). 

The range of expected outcomes that accompanied the Y2K was fairly narrow -

the above is a relatively complete list. There are a couple of possible reasons. Most date-

related problems, for instance, would not be immediately visible to the general public. 

Problems on oilrigs, for example, would only become immediately visible to outsiders if 

the rigs blew up. Otherwise, it would take some time to trickle down to the public in the 

form of gasoline shortages (or media coverage). More importantly, however, a large 

portion of date-related problems was likely to be minor, which did not fit with doom-and-

gloom scenarios. These problems would be on the order of some of the things that were 

already happening in 1999. For example, in Pennsylvania people received jury sununons 

ordering them to report in 1900. Retailers were unable to use the magnetic strips on 

credit cards with 2000 expirations dates, leaving clerks to hand-key numbers into their 
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registers.' In Minnesota, a 104-year-old woman was identified as a potential 

kindergarten student by an affected computer.' While sometimes annoying and time-

consuming, these problems were far from catastrophic. Y2K was constructed as 

something big - as an event. Americans are in general used to dealing with the small 

annoyances of computerization - think of automated answering and information systems 

(Bridis 1999, Aminzade 1996). Because these irritations are part of everyday life, these 

aspects of Y2K were not the elements on which people fixated. They focused instead on 

the out-of-the-ordinary. "Events, by defmition, are occurrences that interrupt routine 

processes and routine procedures," notes Hannah Arendl (quoted in Dublin 1991: 

overleaf). 

However, this fixation on the extraordinary and on the limited time frame made 

Y2K a very unlikely occurrence in the eyes of the general public. As the interview 

quotes given previously show, the "hype" and unrealistic or unlikely quality of these 

expectations - planes falling from the sky, nuclear war - made them seem fairly hard to 

believe. This skepticism was heightened by the belief that a "cure" for the bug existed 

and, with enough hard work, could be implemented in time. "The [Y2K] problem is 

large; it's complex, and the IT industry has the skills and resources to take care of it -

providing we give ourselves the time to solve it," noted Y2K pundit Peter de Jager 

(quoted in McDuffie 1999:39). As the new year drew closer, confidence grew that these 

fixes had been implemented properly and few problems would occur. This was true even 

with some of the Y2K believers that I interviewed: "the closer we got to [Y2K], the more 

' Source: http://www.cassandraprqject.org/y2koccur.htiiil 
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it looked like there were going to be just a few little burps, if there was anything at all." 

The Associated Press poll numbers quoted above show that as the new year drew 

closer, there was decreasing concern about Y2K. Even Y2K pundit Peter de Jager was 

saying that he expected few difRculties from Y2K (1999; see also Rosin 1999). There 

was some concern; even one of those who, during 2001, was quick to tell me she hadn't 

been worried would later say, "Well, what do we mean by worried? Does buying some 

bottled water and batteries count as worried?" This concern was on the order, however, 

of the "winter storm" advisories mentioned earlier. Growing up in Missouri, I'd seen 

more runs on groceries before a predicted ice storm than before were seen before Y2K. 

In November, Calistoga Mineral Water, a water bottler, lamented the lack of additional 

sales they had hoped for from Y2K (Evangelista 1999). 

By early January 2000, Y2K had become "Yawn2K" (Kanell and Quinn 2000). 

Calling Y2K a "big nothing," the San Diego Union-Tribune (Jenkins 2000: B2) reported 

as early as January 3 that 

It's still all quiet on the Y2K front....In fact, there's virtually nothing worth reporting, 
which in this unusual instance is worth reporting....A mind-numbing yawner. "All 
that Y2K stuff?" San Diego police Sgt. Richard Nemetz scoffed. "It turned out to be a 
big nothing. No big deal." Fire and police spokesmen around the county chimed in 
with the same untroubled message. Calls to local hospitals, military installations; 
telecommunications and utility companies drew similar bored responses: No big deal. 
Not even a little deal. Why, in Bill Gates' name, are you asking? 

Early dismissals of Y2K had labeled it a "non-event," meaning none, or nearly none, of 

the predicted problems would materialize (Alexander 1999, Miller 1997). One woman 

told me in mid-May 1999 that "I do not personally 'believe in' Y2K. I think it will be the 

' Source; http://www.info.cv.nrao.edu/Y2K/sighting.htm 
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non-event of the millennium, as they say. With the time period widely agreed upon as the 

window for potential problems passed (Koskinen 1999), this label was adopted with a 

new vigor. In Chicago, the police department called Y2K the "largest nonevent in 

history" (Carpenter 2000), while the Los Angeles Times attributed the first "all-clear" of 

Y2K in New Zealand to "the millions of dollars New Zealanders spent upgrading 

computer systems [to make] Y2K a nonevent" (Ellis 2000). Far from being even what 

the mildest predictions said it might be, the rollover was "Y2A-0K!" proclaimed 

Newsweek in its January 10,2000 edition. 

Closing the standard narrative of Y2K, the "Y2A-0K!" article noted. 

Every New Year's Eve inspires a jumble of contradictory feelings - a yearning for an 
ever-receding past, apprehension about an imknown future, nostalgia, hope, memories 
and dreams. But the eve of this millennium outdid all other new year eves in uneasy 
contrasts. Even as pumped-up crowds gathered in Times Square, Coast Guard 
helicopters hovered over Manhattan. Even as celebrants stocked up on party hats, 
they laid in a supply of batteries. Even as the first seconds of 2000 fell upon 
Kiritimati and Tonga, it was impossible to hear a radio or television broadcast, read a 
newspaper or even have a casual conversation without being bombarded with 
warnings about New Year's Eve mayhem. On this calendar turn as on no other, a 
specter haunted the celebrants...But as 11:59 flipped into 12:00 across the 24 time 
zones of the world, you could almost hear the soft pfft of air going out of the 
alarmists' balloon. The lights stayed on in Sydney. The phones rang in Vladivostok. 
The traffic lights worked in Cairo...And as countries that seemed least prepared to 
weather Y2K did so without so much as a need to reboot, it became clear that the 
United States, too, would evade the new year demons....[T]he cyberthreat...was 
missing in action. (Begley 2000:26) 

The historical fixing of Y2K as non-event was not only quick, happening just a few days 

into the new year, but also total. Even as some pundits (e.g. Yardeni in NewsMax.com 

1999b) were advising that we were not out of the woods, the teleological explanatory re

construction of Y2K was in foil swing. Arguing that Y2K had some benefits, Coates 

(2000) called Y2K a "self-serving hypestorm" and "hyperventilated nonsense." 
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Goodman (2000) noted that "we will never know if the estimated $100 billion we spent 

to fix things kept the world rurming." Arguments (e.g. Coates 2000) that the money had 

been well spent seemed positioned against a public consensus questioning the veracity of 

not just remediation efforts, but the entirety of the problem. One computer industry 

"expert" said that "there was an enormous amount of misinformation and hype. In some 

cases, you want to say it was downright lies, and at the very least, it was exaggeration. 

Did we waste our resources?...! don't know if we'll ever know if the billions and billions 

of dollars we spent didn't need to be spent" (quoted in Evangelista and Howe 2000). 

Since "nothing happened," perhaps that meant the whole thing was false. In the least, 

Y2K's failure to materialize in the ways expected seemed to reinforce the skepticism 

with which predictions were met, and the general level of confidence that the date bug 

could be fixed. 

010100 

How can we understand the creation of this standard narrative? In the 

introductory chapter, I outlined Bijker's (1995) model of how technologies come to have 

meaning.'" This model can be used to understand the Y2K standard narrative. In this 

discussion, I do not spend much time on four of the five elements in Bijker's model, 

because for my purposes they are fairly straightforward. One element, however, is 

critical: the firame out of which this construction's meanings are drawn. Frames 

"influence the interactions within [a group around an artifact] and lead to the attribution 

See page 60. 
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of meanings" (Bijker 1995:123). For example, as I will argue, the response that Y2K 

could be controlled by fixing the bug was fostered by American understandings of 

technology (as a generic category) and especially of risk. After a brief discussion of the 

other four elements of Bijker's model (interpretive flexibility, relevant social groups, 

closure and stabilization) in regard to Y2K, I devote the rest of this chapter to five 

important elements of the frame at work. 

The first element of Bijker's model is interpretive flexibility, the idea that 

different meanings may be assigned to an artifact and what it does. During the time 

leading up to 2000, Y2K had enormous interpretive flexibility. To explore this, we need 

to know who the relevant social groups (the second element of Bijker's model) were in 

regard to Y2K. There were many. Government at all levels, mid- to large-size 

corporations, small businesses, survivalists, fundamentalist Christians, computing and 

information technology (IT) professionals -1 could go on. These "groups" are to some 

extent not more than analytical artifacts. Any individual entity might be associated with 

more than one group, and there was no totalizing uniformity of belief among "members." 

However, in general as I have already discussed, to the federal and state governments, 

Y2K was a real problem that required response among government services to make 

systems compliant, to keep the public informed to control panic, and to respond in case of 

breakdowns. To fundamentalist Christians, Y2K was also real, a chance to evangelize, 

reach out to non-Christians, and a possible harbinger of the return of Christ (Hoplight-

Tapia 2000). Computing and IT professions seemed on the whole ambivalent (Kalish 

1999). For some, Y2K remediation was just a very large job, an opportunity to make 



133 

money, and a technical challenge to be met. To others, the "insider" perspective was 

scary, because they felt they knew what would really happen - and it wasn't good. 

Perhaps the largest (and in the end, most) relevant social group in regard to Y2K, 

however, is "the public." As discussed, it seems that Americans as a whole were not too 

worried about Y2K. This is reflected in the standard narrative, in which Y2K had a 

technical fix and would be manageable. A "wait-and-see" attitude, echoing these beliefs, 

stood in contrast to other scenarios. 

Interpretive flexibility is the manifestation of different relevant social groups' 

understandings of the meanings of an artifact. As the artifact develops (potential 

meanings or uses are added or subtracted, new designs or interpretations are created) this 

flexibility gradually lessens." This happened with Y2K. As we moved through 1999, 

there was less flexibility in which Y2K possibilities were considered likely to happen. 

Remediation efforts were completed and rollover testing suggested that there would be 

few problems with specific computer systems. By mid-December, the large majority of 

power generators throughout the U.S. were reporting themselves remediated, tested, and 

ready for Y2K (Archer 1999). This in turn suggested that cascading failures were less 

likely, since the computer-specific problems that might trigger them seemed solved. It 

became increasingly apparent - even to some of the believers I interviewed - that the 

wait-and-see attitude was appropriate (and prudent). The date bug was being fixed, 

heading off Y2K at the pass by preventing the technological breakdown perceived as its 

base. 

" This is a fairly complex process; see Bijker (1995) for a more in-depth discussion. 
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The final step in fixing the meaning of an artifact is closure and stabilization. In 

this step, interpretive flexibility drops away, as do the voices of dissenting social groups. 

This is because stabilization both fixes one meaning to an artifact and recasts the past to 

meet the needs of that meaning. The easiest example of this is the idea that the earth is 

round. This is accepted knowledge, and there is no longer (any significant) argument 

about the subject. Prior to the closure and stabilization regarding the issue, however, the 

idea that it was flat was not just plausible but widely accepted. Such thinking now is 

laughable. In the case of Y2K, closure and stabilization fixed the meaning of Y2K as a 

non-event. As such, it was considered to have no significance and no further relevance. 

Calling Y2K a "footnote in history," one article noted that "the Millennium Bug [was] 

assum[ing] its rightful place beside the Pet Rock,... after the greatest noncalamity of the 

21st century" (Coughlin 2000). Relatively small date-related glitches'^ were mostly 

ignored, as they did not meet the parameters of Y2K-as-event. The factualness of the 

date bug was even questioned, as the non-event construction was projected back through 

everything that led up to 2000. In early 2001, a character on ABC's "NYPD Blue" was 

incensed that a young computer worker had earned the rank of detective from his Y2K 

work, asking, "Y2K? You mean that thing that we spent millions of dollars fixing when 

countries that sat on their butts and did nothing had no problems at all?" As I will discuss 

in the next chapter, at least for some believers, the stabilization of Y2K as a non-event 

was difficult. Although they were accustomed to being somewhat marginalized, in light 

of "nothing happening," any pre-2000 concern was cast as foolish and wrongheaded. 

And, I might add, even fairly large problems resulting from faulty sofbvare and systems installed to 
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One Wisconsin man who had spent $20,000 preparing for Y2K became a posterboy for 

what a Toronto paper called "odd human behavior" around the millennium when his 

"offbeat" story was picked up by the Associated Press (Toronto Star 2000). 

To return to the rush to denial with which I started this discussion, I think the re

construction of Y2K - that is, this retrospective remaking of Y2K as an event that would 

never have been - prompted the desire to deny. Once Y2K was over, it was clear (in this 

construction) that there never was any cause for concern. To admit to having been 

concerned in light of that "fact" was to risk being labeled a Luddite - someone without a 

healthy appreciation for technology. As we will see in the next section, this attitude was 

drawn from the frame within which this construction of Y2K as non-event was created. 

Frames: Fodder for Construction 

Attributes of Technology 

In my discussion of how programming and information technology industry 

practices contributed to the date bug, I said that computers can only do what calculations 

or actions a human programs them to do. This is not to say that individual humans made 

the only contributions to the technical issue at the heart of Y2K. Indeed, identifying 

technology as the central problem in Y2K is analytically erroneous, to the extent that 

such language encourages us to think of people, society and technology as separate forces 

operating in separate systems, working independently and only coming together in certain 

prevent date-related problems. 
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interactions. Both society and technology are human constructs; they are involved in a 

circular system of influence governed by structures and strategies (Bijker 1995). These 

governing factors are not exclusive to one construct or the other; rather they are shared by 

both. Society has structures, technology strategies; and vice versa. 

The task of the researcher is not to delineate the individual roles of society and 

technology, but what the structures and strategies are in a given situation. It is to ask, 

what are the limits of system design, and how does that bind actions around that system? 

How are behavioral strategies around a technology transferred into its use? I have 

already explored how IT industry practices around computing contributed to the 

programming decision that made Y2K possible and to the environment in which Y2K 

became understood as a problem. In this section, I focus on the structures and strategies 

of technology that form the environment for these practices, while also being formed by 

them. In turn, these attributes of technology govern how all actors - be they human or 

not - behave in sociotechnical encounters, and thus form part of the environment in 

which Y2K existed. 

I do not subscribe to the determinist approach to technology.'^ However, there is 

strong evidence that, especially among large systems (such as we might view the global 

computing structure), there are characteristics that make some outcomes more likely, if 

not inevitable, than others. For example, some systems, like the so-called "Star Wars" 

missile defense system, are fundamentally untestable. That is, until they are used in the 

capacity for which they were intended, it is impossible to know how they will perform; 



137 

the conditions of operation are unreproducible (Roberts and Berlin 1987). Such systems 

thus have a built-in uncertainty, which can be especially problematic when the situation 

for which they were intended is do-or-die.'* As John Gall (cited in Schanzer 1997) has 

pointed out, when systems do not function as designed, they typically perform worse, not 

better. 

Let us start with this idea of a system, for it has been argued (e.g. Winner 1986) 

that technology has become systemic in the contemporary environment, and even by 

some (e.g. Ellul 1964) that this system operates independently. Technological systems 

have many elements (Hughes 1987, Staudenmaier 1985), including physical, 

organizational, and conceptual. They tend to be invisible or at least outside the bounds of 

everyday consideration. Interaction with a system usually occurs only at one point, with 

the rest of the network remaining submerged, such that it is difficult to conceive of the 

whole. An example of a technological system would be the network of power generation 

and transmission that "weaves the whole urbanized landscape together" (Hill 1988:40). 

When I turn on the light I usually do not think of the national power grid and the 

organization required to supply power on my demand. Hill calls such backgrounded 

systems "technological texture," which "remains a perpetual and unexamined context for 

lived experience, until crisis, such as a system breakdown... slams the significance of this 

background directly into our awareness" (40). 

This approach, as well as that of the social construction of technology, which more fully approximates 
my approach, was outlined in the introductory chapter. 

Interestingly, this was also true in the case of the date bug. Although remediators could fix code line-by
line and even test the interactions of systems within their control, there was no way to know what would 
happen system-wide on a global basis until Y2K. actually struck. Of course, that assumption of uncertainty 
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When a system becomes this "texture," such that in everyday life it can easily be 

ignored, there are repercussions. As Hill says, reliance on such systems is often hidden, 

in part because we do not realize the extent of the system itself, until a crisis brings our 

reliance into view. This can be seen in the 2001 power crisis in California, where 

insufficient power supplies brought major problems with the infrastructure to light." 

This was also a major concern in terms of Y2K, as microprocessors (the so-called 

"embedded chips") and computers had come to occupy an important but often invisible 

and unknowable place in social systems. I say unknowable because no one person or 

organization has tracked the devices with microprocessors or the placement of computers 

worldwide (such a task is likely impossible). When Y2K loomed, government 

regulations and a cottage industry sprung up around informing consumers about what 

products had microprocessors, precisely because this information was largely unknown. 

While adoption of these technologies may on some levels be conscious -1 

decided to buy a computer - when they become systemic, it is not always, or even often, 

by choice. I have little control over the extent to which the banking industry is 

computerized, and yet this has the potential to disrupt my financial situation (a fear in 

regard to Y2K). The fabric of the social system becomes entwined with that of the 

technological system to the extent that separating one from the other can require 

withdrawing from society, or at least changing one's social positioning. Going "off the 

grid" is a good example of such a change (Yago 1999). This is the act of removing one's 

household from the nationwide power generation and distribution system. Those who go 

was also based on the idea that Y2K would be an event with time boundaries that could cause systemic 
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off-grid often move to a more rural location and rework their daily activities so that they 

can be less harried, more deliberate and more conscious of themselves and the 

environment. Removing the household from the grid represents shunning consumerist 

values and ways in large part because of an intimate association between grid-generated 

electricity and "modem life." The issue of choice in the degree to which one's life is 

entwined with computing technologies was an element of Y2K, as was evidence that, to 

portions of the population, computing systems still remain hidden. 

It is not that systems are always characterized by an inability to know their 

entirety or to consciously adopt them. In the contemporary era, however, technological 

systems are increasingly characterized by complexity (Manley 1999, Hill 1988). This 

complexity has several effects. First, it decreases the level of intimacy possible with 

elements of the system (Manley 1999). Without such intimacy, it is harder (if not 

impossible) to develop an understanding of how the system works, both technically and 

conceptually. It is also harder to know the individuals who interact with the system, 

especially those whose expertise helps keep the system functioning. In his analysis of 

both the Challenger shuttle and Chernobyl nuclear disasters, Manley argues that this lack 

of intimacy led directly to these failures. Those operating the systems were too far 

removed both from the necessary experts and the necessary understandings of the system 

to prevent the disasters. Complexity and the resulting lack of familiarity with 

technologies played out in Y2K both on the level of system-expert interaction, and on the 

level of public reaction. 

ripple effects. 
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This complexity is directly related to the scale of the system, another attribute of 

technological systems in the contemporary era (Hill 1988, Hughes 1987). The enormity 

of influence wielded by such systems is made possible by their scale, as they permeate 

large portions of the sociotechnical constructs in which they operate. Boal (1995) offers 

a nice example in the "[transportation] infrastructure of automobilism" in the U.S., to 

which we might add the production and consumption sides, as well as its regulatory 

bodies, to sketch a picture of the system as a whole. This system includes the automobile 

population, the auto industry and its supporting industries (steel, electronics, tire 

manufacturers, research and design), infrastructure to support these industries (power, 

water, even sewage), sales and distribution; auto repair providers and their suppliers, gas 

stations, the oil and gasoline industry, the automotive insurance industry; drivers, drivers' 

education programs, highway patrol officers, manufacturers of fuzzy dice; state 

Departments of Motor Vehicles, the federal Transportation Department, all roads, paving 

companies, roadside maintenance; suburbs, drive-through restaurants, malls. This is not 

a complete list of the elements of the automotive system in the U.S., but it serves to 

illustrate its scale, as well as its complexity and the degree to which it is imbedded in the 

fabric of society. Like the automobile, the computer is a powerful symbol and influential 

force in American life in large part due to the scale and complexity of its use and 

supporting infrastructure. 

Clearly, technological systems exercise power resulting from their scale and 

complexity. Power is a widely misunderstood concept, especially in regard to 

" The California power crisis is discussed further in the concluding chapter. 
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technology. Since power is a relational concept dependent upon "harnessing the agency 

of others to comply with one's ends" (Giddens quoted in Bijker 1995:262), it is often 

difficult to conceive of power in terms of technology. This is because it may be difficult 

to grasp that technology has agency and ends of its own. Arguing that the computer is 

not to blame for information overload. Postman (1997:135) writes, "the computer has a 

nature.. .it is only a machine but a machine designed to manipulate and generate 

information. That is what computers do, and therefore they have an agenda and an 

uiunistakable message." 

Bijker (1995) provides one of the more cogent deconstructions of the power of 

technologies. He says that the power a technology can exercise in any given situation 

(power being always situational) stems from the meanings fixed in it by the ways in 

which it has been socially constructed. This Hxity of meaning constrains and dictates 

"particular facts, artifacts, agents, practices, and relations" (263) in regard to that 

technology. This is manifest within the "frame" around that technology, which is 

comprised of structures governing the interaction of people with each other in relation to 

a technology, and with the technology itself. These frames coalesce around the 

technology as a result of the technology's development and of social interaction with it, 

as well as negotiation over its use and meaning. Frames give meaning to a technology: 

what it is, what it is for, who can use it, what they can accomplish with it. "Power is thus 

[found in] the apparent ordering by technology] for taken-for-granted categories of 

existence" in ways that make sense vis-a-vis the technology (263). As a manifestation of 

its frame, a technology exercises power by shaping the meaning of things within its 
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sphere of influence. 

Finally, these systems have momentum (Hughes 1987). Large technical systems 

gain mass, composed of the technological and organizational components of the system. 

This includes the range of people and organizations with interests in the system, like 

companies that provide parts for machines, regulatory bodies, and end users. There is a 

durability of knowledge, behavior, and artifacts found in such systems as a result of this 

momentum. Once launched on its trajectory, it can be very difficult to alter a system's 

course of development. This is observed by Starr (1999:285), who notes the "well-

known difficulty in changing a technical subsystem in our society once it has been woven 

into the economic, political, and cultural structures;" in other words, once it has gained 

mass and momentum. Some of the most commonly observed aspects of the computing 

system, such as ubiquity and interconnectedness, are direct results of momentum (Hill 

1988). 

010100 

The ways in which technologies are designed, and technological systems 

composed, lock varying degrees of vulnerability and risk into these systems. Potential 

for failure is present in all technological systems; the degree can be regulated, but never 

eliminated (Perrow 1984). Software, for example, "is among the most imperfect of the 

products of modem technology. ..IBM, DEC, Lotus and Microsoft have all sold programs 

containing errors that could destroy users' data" (Jacky 1996:776). Errors, or "bugs," are 

an accepted part of computer programming; most programs are released with the idea that 
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the bugs will eventually be found by users and fixed in subsequent releases on the 

software (Ullman 1999b). In critical systems, this attitude is less acceptable, with greater 

efforts being made to fix these problems before use (Kling 1996). However, as Smith 

(1996) argues, there are limits to the degree of perfectibility in progranmiing, given the 

constraints posed by complexity of programs, unpredictability of use, and difficulty of 

applying subjective standards like "perfect" or "working." This makes totally eliminating 

the uncertainty present in any computing system (or any technological system, for that 

matter) virtually impossible. Failure, of course, is a subjective standard too; it is 

operationally defined according to the situation in which it occurs. Like the Star Wars 

example used earlier, sometimes no amount of simulation can replicate the actuality of 

success or failure. 

We need only to look at our daily lives to see that technologies fail in countless 

ways. Paper gets wet, pens run out of ink, copiers jam, computers save files to bad 

sectors, brakes lock up. Design decisions, performance constraints, user error, 

organizational structures, and entrenched behaviors are all factors in failure. In the study 

of technological failure there are numerous examples'^, with one of the more famous 

being the Challenger space shuttle explosion (Vaughan 1996). The explosion resulted 

firom a combination of performance constraints in the 0-ring technology and 

organizational structures and behaviors within NASA. NASA had long known about the 

potential for failure in seals made with the 0-ring gasket, and about actual performance 

problems in the rocket boosters in which they were installed. Eventually these became an 

" See, for example, Kling 1996, Glendinning 1990, Perrow 1984. 
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accepted part of the technology's performance. Over time, "an incremental decent into 

poor judgment" (xiii) related to the assessment of risk resulted as engineers and managers 

repeatedly normalized signs that failure was likely. According to Vaughan's analysis, 

this behavior was, in its context, acceptable in part because of the technological 

uncertainty that formed the "shifting terrain" on which shuttle workgroup decisions were 

made (79). 

I have already mentioned Perrow's (1984) theory of normal accidents." 

Technological systems, the things affected by such accidents, are, as we have seen, 

complex, of large scale, powerful, and full of momentum. This makes their inherent 

vulnerability all the more dangerous. Flaws and the failures that result from them can be 

thus hard to fmd, multiple, and capable of wreaking enormous havoc. Perrow says that 

indeed some technological systems are so dangerous that they should be retired 

altogether; their faults carmot be mitigated. He arrives at this conclusion by analyzing the 

coupling and interactions between a system's elements. A tight coupling means that 

components are dependent upon each other, a loose coupling that they are independent. 

Interactions are evaluated along their linearity or complexity; linear interactions are 

predictable as they can only happen in certain ways, while complex interactions are, well, 

complex and thus unpredictable. These factors govern what kind of responses are 

possible in failure, and thus what kind of outcome may occur. This hardwired aspect in 

systems becomes an important factor in the determination of risk, a subjective judgment. 

This idea is picked up again throughout this chapter. 

" See page 34. 



145 

OlOlOO 

Uncertainty and failure were, of course, major elements in Y2K; these were not 

limited to concerns around computers, for there was uncertainty about how people would 

react (what if everyone rioted?) and inherent weaknesses in professional systems in the 

IT industry. To some extent, the operational attributes of technologies like computing are 

less important in the social construction of Y2K, for they lurk, like the whole of systems, 

beneath the surface. While these attributes influence what was possible and probable in 

terms of the realization of Y2K, in the social realm more immediate influences were 

found in attitudes and ideologies about technology. 

Some of the "Y2K believers" I interviewed were disappointed that Y2K did not 

result in a more public examination of modem society's dependence on technology and 

the inherent vulnerabilities in its systems." They felt that the role computing technology 

plays in the maintenance of contemporary Western society - or at least its downsides and 

risks - is largely downplayed or ignored. They hoped to see a more mindful discussion of 

the integration of technology into Western life, viewing the status quo as highly 

dangerous. Bryan Pfaffenberger (1988) has remarked that technology may be an entirely 

Western concept. There is evidence that, especially in the American context (which 

seems to lead in deflning what is Western), there is a particular set of views about 

technology, and certain roles that it has come to play, that strongly contributed to Y2K. 

In the next section, I examine the ideologies and beliefs about technology that determine 

" See discussion under the "Technology" subsection in Chapter Three. 
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how computers are symbolically and physically consuiicted in the contemporary 

American setting, and which form another element of the contextual frame for Y2K. 

Ideologies of and Attitudes Toward Technology 

Before I go any further, it is necessary to explore the generic referent 

"technology." It is a word that has, especially in the past several decades, become a 

powerful symbol far beyond its dictionary definition or even the way it is used in 

academic circles''. The following discussion traces the history of the particular 

relationship between the American experiment and technology. In that regard, I refer to 

both product and service developments that resulted from the application of science and 

engineering, like the steam engine and the telephone, as well as a societal emphasis on 

efficiency and scientific principles. This definition remains applicable even as the 

narrative moves into the contemporary era, when "high-tech" objects like computers, cell 

phones, and digital videodisk players are fetishes of consumer society. 

In what is an unfortunately understudied phenomenon, however, this fetisiiization 

of consumer objects (Belk 1988, Pfaffenberger 1988a) speaks to another meaning of 

technology, which flows under all of the contextual elements of Y2K under discussion 

here. I have for some time been intrigued by the use of "technology" as a generic in 

cultural conversations, and have been observing its use as a stand-in both for ideas about 

and reactions to technologies, and life in a technological system. For example, a number 

of advertising campaigns employ the generic "technology," like the Sesame Street 

On this subject see Ingoid's (1997) review of definitions of technology. 
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magazine ad'° that lists what kinds of things the magazine teaches children about; among 

them are helping others, asking questions, coping with failure, and technology.^' An MCI 

WorldCom ad tells readers that "no one knows where the future of technology will go." 

U.S. West, a telecommunications company now known as Qwest, asks, "What if 

technology kept up with you, not the other way around?," showing a flat-panel monitor 

backgrounded by a conference room. Analysis of these ads and other elements of 

cultural conversations about technology reveal, to some extent, the wide range of 

meanings that have become encapsulated in "technology." I delve into this evidence later 

in this and other sections, but I want the reader to be aware of this other meaning of the 

word technology throughout the following discussions. 

OlOlOO 

Since the founding of the U.S., technology has been an important, if not critical, 

element of both American identity and the country's way of life. As Kasson (1976)^^ 

writes, the American Revolution coincided with the advent of American industrialism, 

linking technology and the machine forever to our conception of the nation. Both the 

new nation and new technologies were problematic for early Americans, and debates 

over one often intersected debates over the other. It was through this process of 

conjoined debate that technological progress came to be an integral part of national 

^ Sesame Street Magazine, March 2000; 82-83. 
'' Being a product of a Sesame-Street-heavy childhood, I can't help but point out that "one of these things 
is not like the others." 
^ See also Boorstin 1978 for discussions similar to Kasson's, although Kasson provides more of a history 
and Boorstin more of a treatise on the relationship between America (as an ideal, rather than as a nation) 
and technological development. Also see Winner's (1986) chapter on "Techne and Politeia." 
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identity in the U.S. It was critical, as the new nation was being formulated both as a 

physical and an ideological entity, that the impact of industrialization was evaluated for 

its impact on the nation. According to Kasson, "The questions of the introduction of 

domestic manufactures and the role that labor-saving machines might play in American 

life were considered not as isolated economic issues but as matters affecting the entire 

character of society" (1976:6). Thus from the outset, the United States as a nation would 

live or die by the machine, not just economically but socially as well. 

From its inception on, American national identity has been preoccupied by the 

relationship between the nation's success in dealing with technology, and its success as a 

physical, economic, and ideological entity. It was codified by the framers of the 

Constitution, by creating a new governmental structure that in conjunction with new 

physical technologies, would unite a heterogeneous population into a nation. The 

Federalists claimed that factious difficulties within this heterogeneous population could 

be overcome through improved transportation and communication. These new 

technologies promised to unite the country by allowing states to look beyond themselves; 

in effect they would make the borders of the states more permeable, thus demonstrating 

that the states belonged to something larger than themselves. The technologies would 

also allow the federal government to keep a closer eye on developments in the states, 

such that they could head off trouble early. Technology would be a key component in 

preserving the new nation (Kasson 1976). The advancement of technology was 

associated with improvement of society itself. 

And what better place to accomplish this advancement than the United States? As 
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Kasson writes. 

All nations, of course, stood to gain from these improvements, but...the blessings of 
nature and republicanism placed Americans in a uniquely advantageous position. 
Unhampered by governmental or social restrictions, tx>th labor and capital might 
seize the opportunities of an expanding nation and leap to the challenges of the new 
technology. While society was 'full' and opportunities limited in Europe, the effort 
of settling the American continent was just beginning. (1976:44) 

Everything about the new nation bespoke of an Eden in which the promise of technology 

and progress could be fully realized, in ways impossible elsewhere. From the very 

beginning, the new country operated in a world populated by amazing new discoveries, 

scientific realizations about nature, new ways of controlling that nature, and new ways of 

multiplying the labor of one into prosperity for all. There was an abundance of open 

land, which could absorb productivity and keep the negative effects of industrial growth, 

as had been observed in England, at bay (Kasson 1976; see also Williams 1990, Marx 

1964). While certainly the reality of the American social landscape did not live up to this 

homogeneous view of a technologically oriented country, these attitudes became 

ingrained in the national imagination. 

Although these formative events occurred well over two centuries ago, America 

has never shaken its fundamental association with progress, imiovation, and technology. 

Because these elements were so integral to the very formation of the nation, they also 

became ingrained in the national identity. This did not happen in a simple process; Marx 

(1964) has written eloquently on the struggle to reconcile pastoral ideals of America with 

images from Europe of encroaching industrialization (see also Segal 1994). However, as 

Segal notes, the lens of the middle landscape was an entirely new and distinctly 

American perspective on nature, society, and technology. Even as the American context 
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has changed, there remains an undercurrent of faith that this perspective keeps us in 

control of technology. There also remains the notion that technological progress and 

mastery is key to the maintenance of American ideals, such as equality, freedom, and 

opportunity. 

In the decades since World War I, when applied science in the form of technology 

"pervaded American life to a degree that greatly exceed that experienced by any other 

society," (Adas 1989:409) the conjoined association of America and technology has 

become even stronger. "Today technology is America's story...Over time, America has 

transformed from a technologically comfortable place into a Technologically Intoxicated 

Zone" (Naisbitt 1999:1-2). The continued emphasis on progress through technology has 

led at least one author to wax a bit poetic about it: "If the State religion of America is 

Progress, then surely technology provides its icons." Machines are "the grace of 

technology made flesh" at the feet of which Americans worship (Hodas 1996:203). A 

perhaps apocryphal story from the 1960s space race demonstrates this relationship: 

NASA decided it needed a ball point pen to write in the zero gravity confines of its 
space capsules. Afrer considerable research and development, the Astronaut Pen was 
developed at a cost of about $1 million. The pen worked and also enjoyed some 
modest success as a novelty item on Earth. The Soviet Union, faced with the same 
problem, used a pencil." [Biro 1999:116] 

This love affair between the American experiment and technology has lead to a 

general emphasis on promoting technological sophistication, accomplishment, and 

integration. It can be found from the federal government, an institution which plays a 

strong role in this work, through popular culture, which holds up for ridicule anyone who 
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does not embrace technology wholeheartedly. In Technology in the National Interest 

(Committee on Civilian Industrial Technology n.d.)> pjut of a series from the National 

Science and Technology Council, the authors write that former President Clinton's 1993 

technology initiative and its outcomes "can[ied] forward America's great legacy of 

scientific advancement and technological progress for economic growth, national 

security, and a better quality of life" (1). This is crucial, because "technical progress is 

the single most important factor in generating sustained economic growth" (3). 

Moreover, "our ability to harness the power and promise of leading-edge advances in 

technology will determine, in large measure, our national prosperity, security, and global 

influence, and with them the standard of living and quality of life of our people" (5). 

The U.S. is uniquely positioned to capitalize on the current environment. Quoting 

President Clinton, "We are, in a way, a whole Nation of inventors and explorers. We 

believe in technology and we are determined to pursue it in all of its manifestations....! 

do believe that the 21" century can be a Golden Age for all Americans" (9). 

These viewpoints on technology are understandable in light of both the time depth 

to Americans' intimate adoption of technology, which I have already discussed, and the 

association of technology with magic and mystery (Stivers 1999). As the most evident 

and (Stivers posits) purest realization of technology in the contemporary U.S., "the 

computer is the fmal and most powerful kind of magic" (5). Stivers argues that the 

attributes of computers - especially in processing enormous amounts of information -

make them appear omnipotent, and that they embody values like speed and efficiency 

^ This story is especially interesting if we consider that the Soviet Union, as a Communist country, was 
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worshipped in modernity. In turn, technologies are used, especially in advertising, as 

symbolic conduits between humans and what they want - success, happiness.^* Winner 

(1998) suggests that people are lulled into complacency, if not fascination, with 

technology because of this sense of magic: 

There are a good many very practical, no nonsense questions that people ought to ask 
about [technology]. But often they set aside the most elementary common sense 
because they've come to regard technology as something like Big Magic. Behold: 
this will transform our lives for the better! Oh, don't ask why. 

Technology is a marvel, in part because it is a mystery and in part because it is just so 

nifty. I fmd myself, even as a jaded academic, amazed at the speed and ease of 

communication I have with my parents (who live in China) via email. The "geez-whiz" 

factor is hard to deny, especially with the degree of anthropomorphization attributed to 

the computer. Computers are assigned names, talked to, coaxed and pampered as if they 

malfunction from will; they cease to be tools through and with which humans can 

perform actions and become actors in themselves." It is possible to marvel at what a 

technology does, because it is assigned an ability to do that is independent of human 

input; its actions, then, seem to surpass what humans could do even as it is assigned a 

kind of humanity. 

In large part, however, what feeds this sense of technology as magic is that 

technology as a generic concept is a black box. At the outset of this section, I suggested 

typically associated with the worship and promotion of machine technology. 
Stivers also discusses the connection between high technologies like computers and a "new" kind of 

spirituality that centers these technologies in its worship. Although it is peripheral to this discussion, I 
hypothesized in my original paper on Y2K. (see Chapter One) that there might be a relationship between 
this new kind of worship and Y2iC, in that technologies were potentially bringing about a millennialist 
apocalypse, a battle between good and evil. See also Noble (1997) on the relationship between Christianity 
and technology. 
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that technology has taken on a semiotic significance in the contemporary environment, 

such that it speaks to a far larger set of meanings and experiences. While this is a 

phenomenon whose complexity has yet to be investigated fully, I see two elements 

working in tandem. First, technology has gained purchase as an important object in the 

contemporary consumer society. This is reflected in "computer revolution" rhetoric^®, 

stemming from the current fascination with and intense focus on high-tech objects like 

cell phones. Palm Pilots, and the Internet. These objects are so much in the public eye 

and in heavy use (in 2000, there were 92 million cell phone subscribers in the U.S. 

(Szaniszlo 2000)) that contact with them produces some friction. This friction can be 

seen in debates over privacy on the Internet, creating "cell phone free" zones, and the 

reliance of the U.S. economy on IT-related industries (Mieszkowski 2000, Turning Point 

Project 2000)." 

Further, there is not a fixed meaning to technology. Consumer studies (e.g. Mick 

& Foumier 1998) have uncovered that people see technology as embracing a number of 

paradoxes. These include control/chaos, new/obsolete, fulfilling/creating needs, and 

assimilation/isolation. People assign meanings as their experiences change, which makes 

such paradoxes possible. They also are engaged in a process of continuous negotiation 

with these meanings, in large part to mitigate dissonance across various experiences 

(Segal 1994). As these negotiations proceed on both an individual and collective basis -

^ I mean this in the sense of how technologies are viewed in the everyday; in philosophies of technology, 
humans ofien view technologies as actors in their own right, irregardless of the agency assigned to them. 
^ See discussion of computer revolution rhetoric in Chapter One. 
" Pippin (1995:44) calls these complaints about the "technological tair wagging the "human dog" in that 
"too many areas of daily life were being modified to meet the needs of technological efficiency;" taking 
(and thus being) a number, wading through voice mail menus, even the technologization of binh and death. 
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and as the technologies themselves change^* - technology as a semiotic object evolves. 

Thus in the U.S. circa 1950, the language of technology was often about national 

dominance (think of the space race), while in the 1990s it was often about convenience 

and personal achievement (think of the home PC). These paradoxes speak to the fact that 

experiences of technology, despite the strength of these positive ideologies about it, are 

not monolithic. Yet it also speaks to this strength that despite these paradoxical 

experiences, the ideologies still stand. 

010100 

Anyone who does not subscribe to these American beliefs in technology is subject 

to being labeled a "technophobe,"^' a status as un-American as hating apple pie. After 

noting that technophobia is an actual clinical diagnosis in psychology, Finley (1995) 

discusses the treatment; patients are asked to describe the worst thing that could happen 

from an encounter with a machine like a VCR. "Of course, there really is nothing life-

threatening about these things. The fear is unapologetically irrational" (8). This line of 

thinking follows from the idea that there is no reason to be afraid of technology, because 

there is no reason to feel threatened - there are no negative sides to technology.^ 

^ This is a nod to the notion that the meanings of technologies are constructed/realized in the interaction 
between people and technology, acknowledging that technologies have affordances (the physical attributes 
of an object that govern the ways in which it might be used) which place certain limits on possible 
meanings (Costall 1997). I am more concerned here, however, with the idea that meanings are flexible, 
rather than why this flexibility is present 
^ If you would like to know if you are a technophobe, see Hellman's (i976:xiv-xv0 amusing quiz, "Are 
you a technophobe?" 

This view, indeed the whole of the "American perspective" on technology as I have been characterizing 
it, fits Feenberg's (1991) description of the instrumental view of technology. Based on the notion that 
technologies are value- and politics- neutral, rational and universal, in this understanding "the only rational 
stance is unreserved commitment to [their] employment" (6). 
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To see a manifestation of American disdain for technophobes, take the term 

"Luddite." The original Luddites were hand weavers in England who, starting in 1811, 

smashed mechanical looms in situations that they felt threatened their ability to make a 

living (Boal 1995). Theirs was protest not against technology per se, but against its blind 

adoption without regard to social consequences, and against its manipulation to create 

situations that exploited the worker. However, the label has been transformed such that it 

now means anyone "strongly opposed to progress" and seeking a halt to the 

implementation of new technologies (Hellman 1976:21), or someone who refuses to 

embrace technology (Yourdon 1986). Ted Kaczynski, the Unabomer whose mail bomb 

campaign against biotechnology researchers, forestry companies and other environmental 

manipulators landed him in prison, was called a Luddite. There are numerous examples 

of those who planned for Y2K being called Luddites: in a post-Y2K editorial, one 

newspaper (Columbus Dispatch 2000) said, "But now, denied a Y2K Armageddon, the 

Luddite contingent once again is reduced to lecturing skeptical soccer moms that their 

sport utility vehicles and genetically engineered tomatoes are about to destroy life as we 

know it." Even among the Y2K believers I interviewed, some self-identified as Luddites 

because of their reluctance to fiilly embrace technology. 

The concept of "technological illiteracy" is another manifestation of the American 

love affair with technology. It is often conflated with technophobia, as a sign that an 

individual (or group) has some irrational fear of technology" or an inexplicable 

resistance to learning about technology, which prevents them from educating themselves 
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on its use. The idea gained significant prominence in the U.S. during the late 1990s, as 

the "digital divide" became an issue. Convinced that having access to and knowing how 

to use Internet and computing technologies meant the difference between success and 

failure, the U.S. government and many private organizations took on the task of 

providing access to every American. Their writings on the divide echo Hellman's (1976) 

early statements: "Like it or not, this is a technological world, and it requires at least 

some technological literacy" (xiii). How can society be expected to function with such 

people in its midst? "...Assimilation of technological illiterates into modem society 

becomes virtually impossible because of the extraordinary idea still extant that a person 

can be called intelligent who knows nothing of science and technology" (xiv). 

What is interesting about technophobia and technologically illiteracy is that, of 

course, pathology can only exist in an environment in which there is a normal or expected 

value, behavior or orientation. We can correlate this to the ways in which homosexuality 

was treated in the U.S. prior to the past few decades. Homosexuality was so unthinkable 

because it was so far out of the norm, and because it went against deeply ingrained 

beliefs about love, marriage, procreation, and family in the Christian tradition. This is 

despite the fact that, like feelings categorized as "technophobia," homosextiality was 

experienced by many. In the same ways, what is cast as technophobia and technological 

illiteracy are often seen as willful and deliberate attempts to subvert the appropriate order 

of things, based on irrational thoughts about technology. Too, like dichotomous views of 

sexuality that posit only two possibilities (you either like men or you like women, all the 

One suggestion that Hellman (1976) provides for anyone who proves a technophobe from his quiz is to 
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time), contemporary beliefs about technology tend to posit only two possibilities - either 

it is all good, or it is all bad. 

Earlier I noted that the paradoxes often attributed to technology indicate that 

experiences with it are not always positive. I ended that discussion by remarking that the 

ways in which technology has been conceived in the American context thus do not 

constitute a monolith. Further, I said that it speaks to the strength of these conceptions 

that despite this variation with its sometimes negative aspects, on the whole the strong 

commitment to technological progress stands. In the American context, the assumption 

seems to be that, until there is strong evidence otherwise, technology is to be viewed in a 

positive light and as a positive force. Perhaps this is a manifestation of the cornerstone of 

the American legal system, "Innocent until proven guilty." There is the possibility that it 

may not always prove innocent, and thus there is room in the ideological system to view 

technology in a negative light. Yet there is no gray: it is either good or bad, as a whole. 

"...The debate about technology...has been dominated by the extremes: those who hold 

technology to be the way of humanity's salvation from all maimer of evil and those who 

hold technology, itself, to be evil" (Medhurst 1990:xi). 

Medhurst (1990) suggests that the problem with technologies is not that they fail, 

it is that they work too well (and thus their consequences get away from us). In the 

everyday scheme of things, this is true; our technologies do work well. Himdreds of 

planes take off and land every day in the U.S. without mishap, monitors assist medical 

staff in keeping watch over critically-ill patients, credit card companies' computers 

"try psychotherapy. Maybe you were fnghtened by a toy train when you were very young" (xvi). 
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generate my bills every month without fail (unfortunately). The deep respect and 

appreciation that American society has for technology is founded on accomplishments 

attributed in part to technology - landing humans on the moon, extending life through 

heart transplants, enabling fast communications through the Internet and fast 

transportation via airplanes. Technologies are seen as toiling every day, without 

complaint and generally with only small mishaps, in the service of humankind. What 

does go wrong is insignificant enough to be ignored; these small mishaps often seem to 

be accepted as the price for having such wonderful technologies in our service. 

The power of this construction is so great that it takes significant evidence, either 

coming all at once (as with a technological disaster along the lines of Chernobyl) or 

incrementally (privacy on the Internet) to convince us that the price paid for progress is 

too high (Segal 1994). Different cultures seem to adopt different methods of dealing with 

the inherent uncertainties apparent in technologies (cf. Raman and Watson 1994, Marx 

1964). In the U.S., this uncertainty is a source of great discomfort because of the 

commitment the nation has made to technology. We have developed distancing 

safeguards, like the notion of the "middle landscape," that mitigate our fears while 

allowing the love affair to continue. To question the unquestioning American embrace of 

technology would be, because of its tight relationship to the very notion of what America 

is, to question the idea of the country itself. 

We do question; dissention and disagreement certainly do exist. What is striking 

is the degree to which the American vision of technology operates to quell this 

dissention. In examining the shaping of rhetoric designed to convince the U.S. public to 
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accept commercial nuclear power, Vickery (1990) notes how the underlying tenets of the 

technological society have been harnessed to counteract concerns about safety. Riding a 

utilitarian faith in "technical man," a manifestation of the deep acceptance of technology 

as an ordering principle for society, this rhetoric is employed by "industrial, 

governmental, and academic agents of'technological society'" (137) to enforce their 

vision of the technology. The power inherent in these agents by virtue of their position 

within society as experts and social shepherds strengthens their ability to override protest 

through rhetoric. 

This raises one final observation we must make about technology, which is the 

notion that we live in a "technological society." In order to understand this suggestion, 

which will be important to my discussion of risk, we have to expand the idea of 

technology somewhat. Since this idea dovetails nicely with my considerations of 

modernity, 1 have saved it for that section. 

010100 

It is within these ideological and historical contexts that the computer is 

constructed in the contemporary American setting, thus determining in part the ways 

Y2K was conceptualized. Especially in the late 1990s and early 2000s, the computer - or 

rather the microprocessor, which seems to be conflated with the computer - came to 

represent technology as a whole, as fascination with the Web, growth of electronic 

communication (including cell phones), and computerization of the American workplace 

increased (Hakken 1999, Stivers 1999). The computer, as symbol, therefore inherited the 
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cultural baggage that had been strapped to technology. Associated with a distinctly 

American approach to work and play, and with strongly American stories of innovation, 

the computer is the recipient of the overwhelming faith placed in technology. While all 

but the most "techie" of people are to some extent mystified by the computer, this does 

not seem to dispel the amazement and rapt attention that this latest and possibly greatest 

manifestation of technology as "big magic" receives (Winner 1998). Technology is so 

loved, and love of technology so ingrained in American society, that those who dare to 

seriously question it risk being labeled "technophobes," and those who do not adopt it as 

"technological illiterates." Rather than the computer being feared, it has been so fully 

embraced as to, as some have suggested (e.g. Yourdon 1986), be imbedded in the fabric 

of society. 

The Year 2000 

It is an interesting thought exercise to ask, "Would the reaction to Y2K have been 

what it was (in all its variations) had it not co-occurred with the turning of the 

millennium?" Of course, it is only that, an exercise, to speculate on the answer. 

Millennialism was one of the major contexts for the construction of Y2K. While I have 

been able to find no evidence that millennialist ideas played a direct role in the 

programming culture from which the bug sprung, these programmers were surely not 

immune to the general fascination with the millenniimi that permeated American society 

prior to 2000 (see, for example, Marcus 2000, Bunson 1999, Kahn & Wiener 1967, Wall 

Street Journal Staff 1966). This is witnessed by the tidal wave of millennium- and 2000-
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related cultural flotsam that was generated throughout 1999, but this fascination had been 

long present as an undercurrent. 

In the early 1980s, singer Prince released a song called "1999," in which he sang 

(essentially) about the big party he would be having in 1999, given that when 2000 

arrived, the "party's over, we're out of time." He wasn't the only one anticipating the 

millennium (or some trouble with it). Johnson (1999) chronicled some of the larger 

celebrations planned for the world's big party. The Eiffel Tower in Paris was to "lay" a 

giant egg, which would crack open to reveal hundreds of televisions broadcasting New 

Year's scenes from around the world. (This plan was abandoned.) In London, England, 

the $1.23 billion "Millennium Dome" was built as part of a bid to attract tourists; the city 

was dubbed the "Millennium City" by a public relations campaign (The Economist 

1999). By some accounts (New Scientist 1999), thousands of couples were vying to bear 

a "millennium baby," if not the first baby of the millennium in their city, a feat, which 

often came with, prizes (Komblum 2000). By March 1999,130 trademark applications 

had been filed with the U.S. Patent and Trademark Office for things includmg 

"millennium" in their title, includuig 82 that claimed to be the "official millennium 

(blank)." Mars, Inc., manufacturer of M&M candies, applied in 1996 to be the official 

candy of the new millennium (Angrisani 1999). The overload of millennium-related 

marketing (Berman and Palmer 1999) caused some to bum out early on the hype, and yet 

likely contributed to the sense that something as simple as a date change carried major 

significance. 

The year 2000, perhaps in part just because of its roundedness, held a unique 
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symbolic position in contemporary American society. It was a "pervasively concrete and 

available symbol for the end. The year 2000 appears everywhere as a subtext.. .it is never 

absent. For many.. .2000 suggests much about potential ultimate human endings and 

God's agency in creating new forms. The year 2000 is in our souls" (Strozier 1997:1; 

emphasis in original). Scholarship on millennialism often focuses on particular end-time 

associations with 2000 (apocalyptic cults, survivalist plots, flmdamental Christian 

predictions). However in general the ideological and theological associations from which 

Western society draws its life, coupled with very real threats of population annihilation 

faced contemporarily, made 2000 a powerful carrier of meaning. Beck (1992) asserts 

that these threats are so pervasive that we live in a new kind of society, the "risk society," 

in which lifeways are altered by the daily threat of nuclear holocaust, chemical poisoning, 

and global warming. I return to this idea in this chapter's section on risk. 

All was not doom and gloom. Perhaps because of this constant awareness of risk, 

2000 celebrations often centered around hope for the future, reclamation, and coming 

together as a global population. (Of course. New Year's celebrations are often associated 

with making changes and wishing for a better future.) This was true throughout the year: 

my favorite example is the halftime show at the 2000 Super Bowl, which featured 

otherwordly puppets, a spaceship, and mystical nanation about humanity's promise. On 

the email distribution list for the Tucson Y2K Center, an invitation to join a "worldwide 

prayer wave" was circulated in November. 

Wherever you happen to be as the new millennium arrives, we invite you to join in a 
world-wide effort to begin this historic period of history linked in prayer...united in 
intent, each person can spend as long as they want praying in their own way for a 
common vision of peace, freedom, and the spiritual uplifting of the human 
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race...Journalists might record thousands, perhaps millions, pausing for a moment in 
hope and love as the new millennium arrives. 

However, even this strong theme of hopefulness could not quell the fact that some 

expected 2000 itself to be a source of danger - and not just from Y2K. Government 

officials were concerned about the possibility of terrorist action associated with the 

turning of the year (Federal Bureau of Investigation 1999). The FBI had under watch 

such diverse groups as fundamentalist Christians, white supremacists, militias, black 

Hebrew Israelites, apocalyptic cults, international terrorists, computer hackers, and 

hostile foreign governments. Around the country and the world, law enforcement was 

braced for difficulties accompanying the new year (Knickerbocker 1999, Phillips 1999). 

As 2000 neared, arrests of individuals carrying explosives along the U.S.-Canadian 

border only served to reinforce these concerns (Gordon 1999). Even crowds were 

potential trouble, as revelers were thought possible of becoming quickly out of control 

(Tendler, Henderson and Kennedy 1999). 

2000 is not alone as a round-number year in carrying special significance. The 

year 1000 was also such a year, as will likely be 3000. Although there is argument 

among scholars on what, exactly, was the climate around the year 1000, Landes (1997) 

suggests that the year itself was manipulated by period apocalyptic Christians arguing 

over when Revelations would be realized. The date carried such a strong meaning that it 

was used to date documents arguing that the apocalypse was being realized, regardless of 

what date they were actually written." Bell (cited in Nisbet 1999:282) has suggested 

" There was, however, also far less agreement then about what the date was, given the number of calendars 
and the fact that they were not widely used. 
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that there is a special association with any 1,000; the Greek word chiloi, meaning 1,000, 

is the root for chiliasm, which denotes a religious belief in a futtu-e life free of 

imperfections. A large portion of Marcus' (2000) edited volume on the year 2000 deals 

with the significance of zero, in ways similar to perspectives on millennialism and 

apocalypticism: "the consideration of zero entails its proliferation in the face of voids, 

gaps, absences, and ultimate puzzles like the contemplation of death in life" (7). 

The year 2000 has also long been a generic marker for the future. There are 

numerous examples of a genre of futurism that predicts what the world will look like in x 

number of years, which chose 2000 as their focus (e.g. Lamm 1985, Cook 1974, 

Wolfgang 1973, Kahn and Wiener 1967, Wall Street Journal Staff 1966, Bowman 1958). 

What struck me about these works is that none specify why they chose that date; I had 

expected to find at least some that discussed the significance of 2000. To a certain 

extent, we can say that Western society has been looking forward (in the multiple 

meanings of that phrase) to 2000 for some time. I recall some concern among businesses 

that had "20"* Century" as part of their title; what once had been a marker of progress, the 

future, and being modem would, with the turning of the year, be both in the past and 

passe. 

Finally, we must consider the relationship between 2000 and millenarianism when 

examining the importance of the year. For some Christians, there was an expectation that 

Christ's return to Earth would begin in 2000, thus making it the beginning of the 

millennium (the expected 1,000 year reign of Christ on Earth) (Weber 1999, Strozier 

1994). This return is usually thought to begin with an apocalypse or tribulation, which is 
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a kind of reckoning accompanied by war, natural disasters, or other traumatic and deadly 

events. By some calculations, this should begin at the year 2000; although again, like the 

year 1000, there is debate both about this calculation and about what the date actually is. 

Christian millenarian beliefs, however, are not permanently fixed to 2000, having been 

recalculated numerous times, nor are they uniform. Further, they are not the only form of 

millenarian beliefs; there were others (Hoplight-Tapia 2000, Daniels 1999, Strozier and 

Flynn 1997) that also affixed significance to 2000, although given the strength of the 

Christian tradition in the U.S., it is certainly the most salient in this setting." 

Expected disaster is a common theme among millenarian movements (Barkun 

1974), and for a portion of the millennialist Christian population, Y2K fit the 

requirements of their visions perfectly (Hoplight-Tapia 2000). As one member of the 

Tucson Y2K group observed, many of the people she encountered in the various Y2K 

circles in which she traveled were millennialist Christian. There are a number of reasons 

for this co-occurrence, including the similarities between predicted Y2K ramifications 

and the tribulation, and of course the timing of Y2K with 2000. Y2K also offered an 

opportunity to evangelize: "[Our preparations and willingness to help others] can be a 

witness to sinners, too, especially when we help them; that is our job, though, to witness 

and help the lost and dying before Jesus returns," wrote one of the Y2K-BC listserv 

members. 

In conclusion, we can see that for Y2K to co-occur with the year 2000 likely 

" Since this is peripheral to my argument about the mainstream construction of Y2K, I will only mention 
here that millenarian beliefs often occur during times of social crisis and technological change (Carey and 
Quirk 1970; see also Weber 1999) and thus the millenarian flavor that Y2K took on in some circles may 
also be associated with these issues in contemporary society. 
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added significance and meaning to its construction. 2000 was heavily anticipated and 

laden with meaning, and expectations around Y2K fit into existing ideas regarding the 

potentiality of crisis in the new millennium. The year, however, was not just significant 

on its own. It was situated within the contexts of modernity and postmodemity, which 

are identified with particular sets of conditions that also influenced the construction of 

Y2K. While the date had significance, the time period had perhaps more. It is to the 

characteristics of this time that I now turn. 

Modernity and Postmodemity 

It is with some trepidation that I undertake to write this section. The debate over 

the characteristics of life in late 20"* century capitalist societies is complex; the authors 

involved are some of the most respected and intimidating thinkers of this and other eras. 

Thus it is difficult to summarize, with any degree of justice, their thinking on the nature 

of the times in a short discussion. Moreover, there is no easy agreement over whether 

this era is marked more by the characteristics of modernity or postmodemity. The 

answers range from the notion that we are currently in "high modernity," in which the 

last remnants of "traditional" society fall away; to "postmodemization," in which there is 

a mix of traditional, modem, and postmodern elements; to a conviction that society has 

entered a totally postmodern era (Waters 1999b). In deference to this, I have chosen to 

rename what was originally just a section on modernity to include postmodemity as well. 

Perhaps more than any of the other contexts through which we have progressed, 

modemity/postmodemity constitute the most influential and yet most difficult to pin 
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down. They are the background and basis on which contemporary society plays its 

dramas; they shape the systems, institutions, and rules upon which we operate. It has 

been argued (e.g. Waters 1999a, 1999b) that they order everything in society in a kind of 

"cultural logic" (Jameson 1999).^'* Theoreticians of modernity such as Foucault and 

Habermas (cited in Escobar 1994:213) have characterized it in terms of the "continuous 

appropriation of taken-for-granted cultural backgrounds and practices by explicit 

mechanisms of knowledge and power." 

Both systems (modernity and postmodemity) are based on the mode dominating 

the age. For modernity, this is production; for postmodemity, information (Poster 1995). 

These modes characterize the age and its existence because lifeways are ordered around 

their internal logics. Production in industrialized societies is efficient, ordered, managed 

and controlled. Production processes are based on science and technology, constituting 

technique, or "any complex of standardized means for attaining a predetermined result" 

(Merton 1964:vi). This drives life in modernity. In 1904, Veblen (1999:42-43) asserted 

that "the machine pervades the modem life and dominates it in a mechanical sense.. .The 

ubiquitous presence of the machine, with its spiritual concomitant... is the unequivocal 

mark of the western culture of today as contrasted with the culture of other times and 

places." Technologies such as the computer that are often refened to as "modem" really 

are, in the sense that they embody modernist concepts (Berger, Berger & Kellner 1999). 

The computer, as perhaps the most pure realization both of the machine and of modernist 

^ However, Jameson argues against seeing this logic as a totalizing dynamic, along the lines of Foucault's 
views of the prison system, that increasingly robs society of heterogeneity and makes individuals feel 
powerless. He says that it is only with the concept of an dominant dynamic - rather than one that is total -
that we can measure genuine difference in society. 
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ideals, is "deeply embedded as [a] constituent element of life in modem industrial 

societies" (Rochlin 1997:3). 

The hallmarks of modernity include: technology and technique as ordering 

concepts; rationality; efficiency and organization of space and time; order and control; 

emphasis on application of science to all elements of society, promotion of progress 

(progress being a "metananative"^' of modernity); boundedness and rigidity (think of the 

industrial division between work and home or play); family and nation as the most 

important social groups; knowability and predictability; authority and expertise; 

homogeneity; clarity (Berger, Berger & Kellner 1999, Rochlin 1997, Feenberg and 

Hannay 1995, Escobar 1994, Beck 1992, Adas 1989). 

The transition and relationship between modernity and postmodemity is, as I have 

noted, under debate. Information is the mode in postmodemity; we can see this at work 

in ideas about the "information society," networks, even telecommuting. I have a 

colleague who likes to say that "information wants to be fi%e," it wants to flow and know 

no boundaries. Postmodemity or the mode of information is thus characterized by this 

flow; blurring of boundaries (work and home increasingly become one through 

telecommuting, pagers, being on-call); networking and interconnectedness; flexibility in 

all things; ambiguity or multivocality of identity; diffusion of authority, authorship (think 

of the millions of Web pages), and expertise; unknowability or multiplicity of 

knowledges; variety and heterogeneity; contingency; ambivalence (Bauman 1999, 

" A metanarrative is an organizing mechanism or legitimating structure that in part fuels the domination of 
a system. The metanarrative of progress at work has already been discussed, although in different terms, in 
my section on ideologies of technology in the U.S. There I demonstrated how the notion of progress 
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Harvey 1999, Jameson 1999, Lyotard 1999, Poster 1995). 

I now return to the idea of the "technological society," which I raised earlier but 

postponed until now. In the above definition of modernity as the continuous 

appropriation of taken-for-granted background, we can see similarities between this and 

Bijker's notion of the power of technology discussed in the section on attributes of 

technology. Further, I listed technology first under the characteristics of modernity. This 

is because technology, or rather technique, is the primary driver of modernity. As such, 

to say that we live in a modem society is to say we live in a technological society. The 

nature of this society has been defined and described at length by Jacques Ellul (1964). 

Being a determinist, Ellul sees technique as universal and autonomous, creating a society 

in which it drives everything, including humanity, towards its own ends. These ends are 

primarily the insertion of technique into every aspect of life, making everything rational; 

above all, it makes a monolithic world culture dedicated to these ends. 

There is a mountain of debate on this subject. Is technology autonomous, making 

everything in its own image, or is there give-and-take between technology and society, as 

the two make each other? I suspect it is some of both, just as I suspect there is some 

combination of modernity and postmodemity at work in the world today. Further, I think 

that Y2K might be able to shed some interesting light on the issue. We might call Y2K 

the ultimate postmodem problem: ambiguous, ambivalent, heterogeneous, unknowable, a 

problem with information and networking. Yet the ways in which it ended up being 

constructed - bounded, controlled, conquered through science and hard work, knowable, 

through technological achievement is the dominant logic behind the American system, driving dissenting 
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even rational (one cause, one solution), evidence of our national superiority and a 

reassertion/re-realization of boundaries - was modem. Y2K almost rendered American 

ideologies of technology questionable: had we embraced technology too much? Yet in 

the end, as a society, we returned to where we had started, safe in the feeling that we 

were, after all, fine. Perhaps autonomous technology had won the day. 

Risk and Its Assessment 

Finally, the construction of Y2K cannot be appreciated without an understanding 

of risk. Risk is addressed by anthropologists (Oliver-Smith and Hoffman 1999, Wallace 

19S6), sociologists (Drabek 1986, Perrow 1984), communication and media studies 

(Leiss 1994), organizational studies (Vaughan 1999), and philosophers of technology 

(Tenner 1996, Winner 1986)." Like technology, risk seems to permeate the very essence 

of life in contemporary Western society (Furedi 1997); the construction of Y2K feeds off 

that feeling while denying the potential risk involved. 

There are two very distinct approaches to risk, and this discussion will use 

concepts from both to understand how risk contributed to the envirotunent in which Y2K 

was possible. The first addresses the immediate manifestation of risk as disaster, and 

takes a utilitarian approach. This approach is based on the concept of disaster as an 

isolated event demarcated firom everyday life, and risk as a specific, quantifiable and thus 

assessable element. Individuals and conununities are described as assessing risk and 

responding according to a fairly standard series of stages. Threats are evaluated via a 

views of technology toward the margins. 
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series of questions: how did I hear about this threat, where is the threat located, what 

harm might come to me, how real do I think the threat is?^' 

A more theoretical approach to risk is best exemplified in Beck's (1992) 

influential work on the "risk society," based on the idea that risk is ever-present and 

indeed fixed in social systems. This is a sophisticated argxmient involving what Beck 

calls "reflexive modemi2ation." This state, an advanced form of modernization, has the 

flexibility, self-determination, constant change, and negotiation of possibility of 

postmodernism, while being firmly rooted in the technological orientation, rigidity, 

roteness, and rationalization of modernism. These forces combine to create a society in 

which the risk to the self is a constant onslaught from physical dangers like nuclear war, 

combined with nearly unlimited choices and possibilities, and "decisions that focus on 

techno-economic advantages and opportimities and accept hazards as simply the dark 

side of progress" (18). I address these theories after discussing the more utilitarian 

approach to risk described above. 

There is a wide range of theoretical definitions of disaster (Oliver-Smith 1999, 

Quarantelli 1998"). Included in these definitions is everythmg from the physical agents 

at work (earthquake, chemicals) to "the social construction of reality in perceived crisis 

situations which may or may not involve physical impacts" (Quarantelli quoted in Oliver-

Smith 1999:21). Hoffinan and Oliver-Smith's (1999) characterization of disaster as "a 

The field is of course also the purview of emergency planners, but I did not include their work in this 
review. 
" This approach could be characterized as very modernist due to the rationality of the questions and the 
expectation that concrete, black-and-white answers are possible. 

This work provides the best presentation I found of the debates regarding the definition of disaster, 
especially on the issue of its social construction, in point-counterpoint format 
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process leading to an event that involves a combination of a potentially destructive agent 

from the natural or technological sphere and a population in a socially produced 

condition of vulnerability" (5) provides a neat summation of agreement on these 

definitions. The main point of disagreement captured in this definition is the inclusion of 

potentiallv harmful agents, consistent with the authors' anthropological emphasis on the 

social construction of disaster. For our purposes, this definition serves best given that 

Y2K was a potential, but unrealized, disaster. 

LFnlike with the definition, there is a fair agreement that disaster has particular 

stages. These are generally characterized by processes that include pre-disaster 

conditions, warning, threat, impact, assessment, rescue, remedy, and recovery (Raphael 

1986, Turner 1978). This approach assumes that disasters are events with boundaries in 

time and space (Stallings 1991), such that we can say when they begin and end. It 

operates on the idea of disaster as defined by a given community's perception that the 

situation is somehow marked off from "ordinary events" (Turner, Nigg & Paz 1986). 

Turner (1978) notes that disaster is so striking because it shows a disconnect between our 

construction of reality, and reality itself. For example, the Bhopal, India chemical spill in 

1984 was shocking to Americans because it violated the trust they had implicitly placed 

in the safety procedures of large chemical manufacturers. The assumption that a similar 

accident couldn't happen in the U.S., which was based on that trust, was then shaken 

(Wiikins 1987). Given that within the bounds of its construction and the accompanying 

expectations, Y2K was an unrealized disaster, we may ignore discussions of impact and 

beyond and focus on discussions of warning and threat. For the time being, I am going to 
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leave aside the issue of pre-disaster conditions. 

The field of disaster studies views the assessment of risk as occurring only when 

the threat is immediate, based in part on this concept that disasters are bounded events. 

This argument presupposes that "most people take little cognizance of the possibility of 

disaster [i.e. realized risk] in their everyday lives" (Raphael 1986:31). The literature 

following this assumption takes the utilitarian approach to risk assessment described 

previously, in which people follow typical patterns of rational questioning in determining 

how to respond. These patterns are triggered by some form of hazard warning, which is a 

message from any source that indicates the immediate potential for harm. It indicates the 

possibility (sometimes probability) that a risk is about to be realized.^' 

Risk perception is linked to an individual's or group's ability to understand the 

risk, their values, their previous experience with risk, the immediacy and likelihood of 

potential harm, and their ability to control their environment, among other factors 

(Oliver-Smith and Hof&nan 1999, Rogers 1992). The process of receiving and dealing 

with a hazard warning consists of hearing or receiving the warning, understanding it, 

believing it, personalizing it, deciding on a course of action and responding (Fitzpatrick 

& Mileti 1994; see also Drabek 1986). Receiving the warning means a person is told 

about it by a personal contact, hears it on television, reads it in the newspaper, or through 

other means. Understanding the message does not indicate a technical appreciation for 

the hazard, but rather a subjective personal assignment of meaning. This meaning is 

shaped by categorical definitions (what is a flood?) as well as ability to make sense of the 
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hazard (what is carbon monoxide?). Believing the message then follows as a person 

determines whether they consider the warning and the risk it addresses to be real, and the 

contents of the message to be accurate. If the message is believed, it is then personalized, 

as the individual determines what its implications are for themselves and relevant social 

groups like families. This is itifluenced by whether the individual thinks they are 

susceptible to the particular hazard. Finally, a course of action applicable to this 

assessment of risk is determined and executed. 

Further, researchers have identified a set of "sender" and "receiver" 

characteristics that influence the perception of hazard warnings (Fitzpatrick and Mileti 

1994; see also Blanchard-Boehm 1998). Given their larger number, I only list and do not 

discuss these. On the sender, or originator, end, characteristics are of the message: 

source, consistency, accuracy, clarity, degree of certainty, sufficiency of information, 

clarity of guidance and specificity, frequency of repetition, specification of locality, and 

distribution channel. On the receiver end, the important elements are contextual or 

situational aspects of the individual: enviroiunental cues (i.e. can the threat be seen?), 

social setting (i.e. what are others around me doing?), social ties (i.e. what are my friends 

doing?), sociodemographics, psychological issues (i.e. personality), and prewaming 

perceptions of the general degree of risk present in the environment. I make special note 

of this last aspect; its importance is perhaps underemphasized in these works. To this list 

we can add one final aspect, prior experience with the particular risk or warning (Seydlitz 

etal 1991). 

This explanation of the relationship between risk, warning and disaster is extrapolated from my readings 
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Of particular interest iti understanding how people receive and develop response 

to disaster warnings is the role of the media. Again, this is a large body of work whose 

surface can only be scratched here; however, it is critical to our understanding of the 

construction of Y2K. In risk communication, mass media play a major role, because of 

their omnipresence and ability to impact perceptions^" (Button 1999, Dearing and 

Kazmierczak 1993, Wilkins 1987). Particularly in relation to technological disasters, 

"the news media [is the] principal source of information.. .and it is the language of the 

media which [people] experience, unless they are victims" (Button 1999:114). Media 

tend to reinforce the perception of disasters as discrete events rather than contextualizing 

them within larger flows (Smith 1992), and the goals of objectivity and balanced 

perspective on reporting make media reports ambivalent (Dearing and Kazmierczak 

1993). Despite this attempt at balance, however, news stories about disaster or hazard 

warnings are driven by those who "own" the warnings, such as emergency planners 

(Stallings 1991), or who have the greatest access to media outlets (Smith 1992), such as 

government sources. Media fi^e an event, and "create the story line and narrative" for 

it; "frequently, [these frames reflect]...unchallenged assumptions about the world that are 

taken for granted" (Button 1999:115). In other words, the media both drive and reflect 

social constructions. 

in disaster studies. It is of note that I did not find any definition of risk within these readings and thus no 
explicit statement of this relationship. 
^ The degree of this ability is debated; see Curran 1999, Crowley and Mitchell 1994, Tester 1994, 
Yankelovich 1991, McQuail 1977. See also Shamir and Shamir 2000 on the construction of public opinion 
and Tuchman's (1978) seminal study on the manufacture of reality by the news media. Atwood (1993) 
notes that while messages received through the media have little effect on the first person (i.e. me) or 
second person (i.e. you), they have an impact on how one perceives reactions by the third person (i.e. the 
famous "they"). In both this study and Driscol! and Salwen (1996), perceptions of media credibility and 
bias have major impact on the degree of effect media messages have on an individual. 
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This review of the media's impact on disaster perceptions is not meant to indicate 

that people take what they hear at face value. From my review of the literature, it seems 

it takes a lot for an individual to take a disaster or hazard warning seriously. Drabek 

(1986, citing Janis and Mann) notes that people exhibit a tendency of inertia in the face of 

warnings. Starting with asking themselves, "Am I at risk if I do nothing?" this inertia is 

only gradually changed into action by the immediacy of serious danger. Initial disaster 

warnings, especially when vague, are usually met with disbelief (Farley 1993, Drabek 

1986). There is a "normalcy bias": "People will generally believe they are not in 

immediate personal danger until perceptions indicate almost indisputably otherwise" 

(Quarantelli quoted in Drabek 1986:73). Warnings are evaluated with respect to what is 

known or believed (i.e. earthquakes don't happen here), as well as against prior 

experience with similar warnings or threats (Drabek 1986, Seydlitz et al 1991). 

Messages that are vague or that conflict with other messages, or threats that are 

unspecific (generalized in scope, time range, quality, or quantity) or to which others are 

not seen responding, typically are disbelieved and generate little response (Fitzpatrick 

and Mileti 1994, Drabek 1986). Even when a message is believed, the first response is 

usually to seek confirmation, or evaluation of the message's veracity through other 

sources (Fitzpatrick and Mileti 1994, Drabek 1986). People are far more likely to think, 

upon hearing a warning, that others will panic and riot, and that there will be serious 

social repercussions, than they are to worry about the hazard itself (Fischer 1998, Drabek 

1986). Called "disaster mythologies," these responses include beliefs that panic, looting, 

price gouging, and martial law will follow a disaster. 
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In the above discussion of disaster stages, I put aside the issue of "pre-disaster 

conditions." I noted that some scholars accept the idea of disasters as events with 

boundaries that are distinguished from "ordinary" life, since this is the way disaster is 

socially constructed/' The implication behind this construction is that disaster is an 

indication something has gone wrong that can be objectively identifled and solved. Once 

the immediate problem is solved, those who experienced the disaster seem to return to the 

"normalcy bias," or assumption that nothing is wrong. Although there is an increasing 

perception of generalized risk (Furedi 1997), as well as uncertainty (Wallerstein cited in 

Ang 1994), these issues seem to form a kind of background noise.^^ It is always there, 

but rarely heeded. 

Risk has become a constant in contemporary Western society (Beck 1999,1992). 

In the preceding discussion, risk has been broadly defmed as any harm. Beck demands 

that we narrow this definition to a consideration of risks that have "normal birth" (1999: 

18); that is, that are the result of decisions made in consideration of techno-economic 

utility. They stem from the threat of unmitigated destruction resulting from the 

conditions of modernity; emphasis on technoscientific sophistication, rationality, and 

ordering of life through organizations. The repercussions of these decisions are denied in 

light of the realization that humanity has technologies to destroy the world, and yet no 

constructive way either to prevent this destruction (without denouncing the technologies, 

which Beck argues cannot happen given cunent conditions) or to treat the effects should 

See Echterling and Wylie 1999, Oliver-Smith and Hoffman 1999, and Stailings 1991 for further 
discussion of the social construction of disaster. 

The title of Don Delillo's (198S) fiction work White Noise alludes to this backgrounding of 
contemporary risk, which is a main theme of the book. 
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such destruction occur. The "dogma of technological infallibility" has replaced the 

"normal" course of response to these potential "open-ended festival[s] of creeping, 

galloping, and overlapping waves of destruction" (21). 

These decisions, being made not by individuals but by entire organizations and 

political groups, skirt social responsibility and accountability. Giddens (cited in Slevin 

2000) says that "manufactured uncertainty," which accompanies risk, is the outcome of 

the long-term maturation of modem institutions. Vaughan's (1999) review of 

organizations and risk reveals this to be true; over time a variety of institutional practices, 

such as gradual drift away from safety procedures, make failure a "normal" part of 

institutional systems. Risk is therefore both the condition of modernity and the 

consequence of modernization or the process of becoming modem. With greater 

adoption of technique and technology, risk increases. "The modem world is more risky 

and uncertain for some than for others" (Slevin 2000:17) based on the degree to which 

one is "plugged in" and interconnected. Risk in this sense is conditional, increasing with 

the degree and duration of modernization. 

Western society has constructed a way to deal with risk, which not surprisingly 

involves a rational-technical approach: risk calculation or assessment (Beck 1999). Over 

the past 200 years. Beck says, a system of rules has emerged for dealing with industrially 

produced risks and insecurities, represented in collective agreements like insurance 

policies, statistical calculations, and legal standards for concepts like negligence. Winner 

(1986:138) notes that risk assessment, the statistical approach to prediction and thus 

control on which these agreements are based, "seeks to perfect methods of evaluation that 
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are at once rigorous and morally sound. This approach appears to offer to policy makers 

a way to act upon the best scientific information to protect society from harm." Much of 

emergency planning is based on this approach (Dynes 1994). Such assessment is enacted 

to mitigate known or perceived dangers from technologies that are, aside from the risk 

they pose, otherwise considered to have some social benefit (Winner 1986). 

There are numerous problems with this approach that have been catalogued 

elsewhere (Beck 1999, Winner 1986, Orr 1979). One of the more interesting ones is that 

this approach has transformed "hazard," which is a fairly commonsensical indication of 

something more or less objectively wrong, into "risk," which is far more complex 

(Winner 1986). 

What otherwise might be seen as a fairly obvious link between cause and e^ect, for 
example air pollution and cancer, now becomes something fraught with uncertainty. 
What is the relative size of that "risk," the "chance of harm"? And what is the 
magnitude of the harm when it does take place? What methods are suited to 
measuring and analyzing these matters in a suitably rigorous way? (143) 

Since these assessments involve science, there is a new requirement to be correct, to 

demonstrate a relationship, and to quantify that relationship. The assessment is no longer 

about values, as it is with hazards; it is about facts. 

The observation that leads Beck (1999) from his critique of risk assessment to his 

theory of the "risk society" (to which I return in a moment) is that risk assessment is 

failing. He argues that, until the advent of technologies like nuclear power that have the 

capability of destroying humanity, these collective agreements on risk assessment and 

management worked. They permitted industrial society to go on creating hazards by 

balancing them with consequences, thereby making it possible for society to participate 
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in "preventing" and compensating for them, by addressing evident risks through 

assessment and assigning responsibility for their control. While this balance was always 

unstable, it echoed the "social logic" of progress that legitimated modernist development, 

by advancing technology on a relatively unimpeded trajectory. However, new 

technologies like nuclear energy production have exceeded the possibilities of risk 

assessment and mitigation through these collective agreements; there is no social order or 

institution that could cope with the destruction these technologies offer. The "polluter-

pays" model of responsibility is no match for systemic or cataclysmic disaster, in which 

responsibility may be impossible to assign. Indeed, it is difficult even to assign the 

moniker "disaster" to such a situation, for it would have no boundaries. 

In light of this. Beck (1992) proposes that there is a new kind of society in 

evidence, the risk society, which is transforming modernity into "reflexive modernity." It 

is reflexive because society is required to deal with the consequences of its present 

condition; instead of focusing, as modernity does, solely on the development and 

employment of technologies, the risk society must also grapple with managing their 

associated hazards and insecurities. Given that the argument about reflexive modernity is 

largely focused on advancing an agenda for social change, I will leave off with that 

concept here. In Beck (1999) he notes that at present, the risk society is in crisis because 

it is attempting to deal with hazards from one century with concepts and recipes from 

another; thus our ways of coping with these new risks have yet to catch up. Until then, 

we are left with some disturbing disconnects between these hazards and the institutions 

for dealing with them that are also noted by Perrow (1984). For example, since no 
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institution can cope with the eventuality of a "worst imaginable accident" like Chernobyl, 

the dogma of technological infallibility fills the gap. Accountability disappears, as does 

any consideration of what might happen. What is unacceptable is defmed through the 

limits of what is insurable; the rest is normalized through a variety of means including 

underestimating, comparison to larger problems, and deniability drawn from ambiguity. 

These hazards are outside the range of assessment because they are so large and complex; 

new knowledge can turn a previously "safe" technology into a hazard overnight. The 

structures of society remain complicit in preventing new ways of dealing with these 

hazards, in large part because it is those who cause the hazards who defme their potential. 

While society still relies on experts and science to inform them of risks, there can in 

actuality be no experts because the scope of these risks is immeasurable and thus 

unknowable. The risk society, therefore, remains blind to the dangers in its midst 

through mechanisms that cover but cannot mitigate potential destruction. 

010100 

None of these contexts - professional practices, technology, ideology, 

millennialism, modernity, and risk - operates in a vacutim. Although I have parsed them 

here as separate entities, this is an analytical artifact. Each influences and informs the 

other. Ideologies of technology are largely based on the attributes of technology that 

make it ubiquitous in Western society, which m turn are based on the emphasis on 

technology as a key player in the mode of modernity. In the same way, the scale and 

complexity that large technological systems have achieved is based on the degree to 
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which ideologies emphasize technology's adoption. Disaster, a key manifestation of risk, 

has a relationship to millennialism (Barkun 1974), as millennial expectations of every 

kind include some form of disaster as precursor or catalyst. I could go on. The point is 

that all these contexts operate in a complex dance to create the conditions in which Y2K 

occurred as Y2K. 

In this chapter I have been concerned with establishing that diere was a narrative 

about Y2K that encompassed a "just-so" story about its origins, nature, and potential 

outcomes. This narrative cast Y2K as a cause-and-efFect relationship between a date 

coding problem in software and hardware like microprocessors, and potential computer 

failures resulting firom this problem. The general understanding of Y2K was that with 

hard work and preparation, few if any difficulties would come firom the date bug. There 

was a limited time during which any difficulties might be seen, and definite markers that 

would indicate they were happening. In the end, the consensus that Y2K was no big deal 

was reinforced because these "event parameters," as I have called these time and event 

occurrence expectations, were not met. In the retrospective act of fixing Y2K in history 

as a non-event, feelings during the time leading up to 2000 that Y2K would be no big 

deal were privileged, and concerns marginalized. This resulted, I hypothesized, in the 

denial of concern that I observed during 2000 and beyond. 

I used Bijker's (1995) model of the steps in constructing meaning of technologies 

to parse the development of Y2K as non-event. I argued that the interpretive flexibility 

seen in Y2K's meaning before 2000 fell away as the dominant social group of "the 

public" came to be the definer of Y2K's meaning. One of the primary reasons for this is 
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that the "failure" of Y2K to materialize in the ways expected mirrored the "wait-and-see" 

attitude, tempered with mild concern, which characterized general public opinion. This 

mirroring confirmed this construction of Y2K. To help understand how this construction 

was possible, I made an expanded exploration of the elements of "frame," a key part of 

Bijker's model, which I saw as most salient in forming this construction. These elements 

covered attributes of and attitudes toward technology, the year 2000, 

modemity/postmodemity, and risk. Each made a contribution toward the construction of 

Y2K, both in how they shaped reactions to its possibilities in the time leading up to 2000 

and in how Y2K was fixed as a non-event. This construction stands in contrast to that of 

those individuals I call "believers," whose experience is explored in the next chapter. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

NON-EVENT DISCONTENTS 

010100 

In early 2000, there was an exchange on the Tucson Y2K Center's email 

distribution list that I at first found amusing, but which later struck me as an interesting 

statement about Y2K believers. A message was posted advertising a personal 

development course offered by a local consulting group, which spoke to aspects of Y2K 

considered salient by some believers: transformation, re-creation of self and community, 

achieving a higher state of being. In response, a former group member posted the 

following, titling it "Millennial New Age SPAM": 

I wondered what would happen to this list. After all its gloom and doom prophecies 
for a Y2K that turned out to be Yawn 2K, we suspect[ed] the [T]ucson [Y2K group] 
would just sort of crawl under a rock some place and t£^e a powder until we all forgot 
- after all the food surpluses were somewhat exhausted. But instead we have some 
New Age "year long transition to the New Millennium." And advertising on a 
nonprofit's listserv for purposes unrelated to that nonprofit's charter is SPAM. 

The juxtaposition of these two messages seems to encapsulate the post-Y2K experience 

for believers. On one hand, the original message echoed themes I heard during 

interviews, which had been important aspects of Y2K for some. On the other hand, the 

reply it received demonstrates a desire to forget what had been a letdown, "Yawn 2K." 

My evidence suggests that believers were often torn between their experiences of 

Y2K and its mainstream construction. Throughout the period leading to 2000, they had 

felt marginalized by a public that didn't care about Y2K and by media depictions of them 
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as loners or nuts. They had different conceptions, in many cases, of what Y2K was; they 

often did not share the standard narrative or the frames in which it was constructed. 

Although some - including one man on the Y2K-BC listserv' - took some evident 

pleasure in ferreting out even the smallest glitches, most seemed relieved to put their 

Y2K fears behind them. They might not have shared the standard narrative of Y2K, but 

they did share basically the same event parameters of time and occurrence, and largely 

decided Y2K was over. Despite this, however, they generally disagreed with the 

construction of Y2K as non-event. For them, the criteria on which this could be judged 

were wholly different, because their original understanding of Y2K had been different. 

For these individuals, their prime difQculty in the post-Y2K time period was in 

finding no room for their experiences in the standard construction of Y2K. As the 

bounds around the meaning of Y2K constricted in closure and stabilization, the flexibility 

of meaning and the range of possible associations with Y2K were gradually squeezed. It 

is not that Y2K did not have many meanings. It is that the way it was fixed as history did 

not provide room for these meanings to gain voice. As they reflected on their 

experiences, some of those who participated in this research were letting go of meanings 

they had once associated with Y2K, as they became more convinced by mainstream 

constructions that nothing happened, and that their work was for naught. For some, 

doubt crept in, and a sense of embarrassment. 

For the most part, however, these individuals stood by their beliefs that Y2K was 

a significant event - not because it was a dud, but because it had facilitated and thus 

' Hereafter just "the listserv." 
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represented, positive change and personal growth in their lives. Although my interviews 

were structured originally around questions of post-Y2K experiences - being laughed at, 

feeling ashamed - it quickly became apparent that the research should address the 

difference of experience. For those I interviewed, Y2K beliefs and concerns had not been 

something to deny. They were something to appreciate and reflect upon. These people 

wanted to say something, which was that Y2K had been important and it had made a 

difference. Because Y2K had largely been interpreted as unimportant, their experiences 

had been marginalized. In denying Y2K, the mainstream construction had also denied 

recognition to these experiences. It disallowed and invalidated the experiences of people 

for whom Y2K was a very real threat and a very rich experience. The contrast between 

the conventionally accepted construction of Y2K and these personal experiences is 

striking. Even for those who want to put Y2K behind them, the effects have been lasting. 

Moreover, for these individuals, Y2K was about more than just individual computers. It 

was about community activism, questioning the positioning of systemic technology in 

modem life, calling institutions to bear responsibility for their actions and their 

constituents, becoming prepared for whatever the future has in store. 

In this section, I explore the construction of Y2K from the experiences and voices 

of those concerned about it. The argimient is that Y2K was a different phenomenon for 

these people. It was not a non-event and does not have the same meaning, although they 

may use the same name to refer to it. Confronted with the same information and the 

same opportunity for reflection as were others in similar social positions, these 

individuals came to an entirely different set of conclusions about Y2K. I hypothesize that 
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this is due to these people being already separate from many of the conditions and 

institutions that dominate the contemporary age. They tend not to replicate dominant 

ideologies of technology, nor place the same faith in government or corporations. In 

essence, they do not share the same set of frames. Their construction of Y2K was 

different. 

There are five areas of discussion in this chapter. The first is how believers 

positioned themselves vis-a-vis the standard construction of Y2K, both before and after 

the event was (considered) over. Next I examine views on the role of technology in Y2K 

and in society, with emphasis on the difference between these views and ideologies of 

technology in the mainstream. Among believers, it was felt that, especially in the Western 

context, humans had become careless in their interactions with technologies. Rather than 

the fault lying solely with programmers, the fault lies with society as a whole for failing 

to be conscious of technologies' roles in our lives. The third section looks at 

preparedness. When I asked people about what they had taken away from Y2K, the most 

conunon answer spoke to learning to prepare and no longer live in crisis. For most of the 

interview participants, Y2K provided not only an opportunity to learn about survival and 

response to crisis, but also to restructure their lives in ways that made them better every 

day. The fourth section, flowing naturally from the impact of learning to be prepared, 

looks at what expectations these people had for the transformative or revitalizing 

potential of Y2K, and what the loss of that potential has meant. 

Finally, I explore the issue of Y2K as mystery, reflecting language used by 

several participants. This section is the greatest nod to the retrospective nature of this 
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work. A portion of believers was baffled by what had happened - or rather, by what had 

not happened. That very little of the expected outcomes were manifest is a mystery. The 

months and sometimes years that they had spent anticipating Y2K seemed for naught, 

and society appeared uninterested in examining why. Although there were some theories, 

the lack of explanation left a hole in their construction of Y2K and thus led to a certain 

inability to gain closure. However, this "mystery" was totally unproblematic to others. 

Some interview participants and other Y2K community members not only did not care 

why nothing had happened, but no longer cared in general about Y2K. In turn, they stand 

in contrast to those who did not believe that nothing had happened. This exploration of 

expectation versus perceived reality in crisis thus brings us full circle in this work, from 

the bug to the (no) bang. In conclusion I return to the notion of Y2K as non-event, from 

the perspective of these believers. 

010100 

Some operational notes will be of use to the reader. I used three sources of 

information for this discussion: interviews I conducted during 2000 and listserv postings 

during 1999 and 2000; published writings of Y2K activists and pundits; and newspaper 

and magazine articles. Quotes drawn from listserv postings are attributed to their authors 

by first name only^; quotes from published writings and newspaper articles are attributed 

according to citation standards. Quotes fix)m interview participants are attributed to 

pseudonyms, given the confidentiality I promised. Where possible, I have given 

' Often, members are only identifiable by their first names and do not post full names. 
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background information on those whose voices are being heard to facilitate a better 

understanding of their perspectives. For interview participants, I have included brief 

biographical descriptions in Appendix B. 

Further I want to address the question of what I mean when I say believer, Y2K 

activist, Y2K community, and other terms used to classify. Activists are those people 

who were publishing essays, newsletters or pamphlets, conducting seminars, leading 

workshops or community groups, or otherwise making a visibly distinguished effort to 

"evangelize" about Y2K. In general, these are individuals with whom I did not have 

direct contact, but whose writings or efforts were clearly having some impact on those 

with whom I was working. In some cases I refer to Christopher^, an interview 

participant, as an activist because he was involved in organizing workshops on Y2K and 

publishing essays and books. Y2K pundits are people like Ed Yardeni, an economist, or 

Peter de Jager, an IT professional, whose writings and predictions formed a fairly 

standardized set of reference material for believers, and who were often represented the 

Y2K community in Congressional hearings and media coverage. Y2FC community is a 

somewhat more amorphous phrase that appears with some frequency in believer 

conversations. It refers to a loose network of local awareness groups, activists, pundits, 

and individuals, that often came together via the Internet and workshops held around the 

country. These networks traded information and support throughout the period leading 

up to 2000. 

Jim Lord, a retired naval ofiRcer who wrote a Y2K book (Lord 1997) and 

^ Not his real name. Descriptions of informants and their backgrounds can be found in Appendix B. 
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published a Y2K newsletter, said that there are two kinds of people: "those who don't 

think Y2K is a problem, and those who work on Y2K and are terrified" (quoted in Shook 

1998:23). This is a fundamental, albeit dichotomous, distinction that in part captures the 

self-definitions of those with whom I worked and whom I call believers. They were not 

ail terrified, but they were concerned enough to study available data. They reached the 

conclusion that it was prudent to accept there might be difficulties resulting from 

computer failures or social reaction. "I personally don't think Y2K is going to be 

horrible," said Matt, a list member. "There will be lots of problems like power outages 

and unreachable cash in banks for a bit but if people don't lose it, things will get going 

again. That's where I'm worried. How will people react?" Ranee, another list member, 

wrote, "I just foimd out about Y2K about nine months ago and went [through] about six 

months of denial... Chuck Missler's tapes finally opened my eyes and now I am trying to 

get ready, but it is overwhelming because there is so much to do." In an email interview, 

Mary noted that when she first heard about Y2K, she did not take it seriously, but "after 

meeting a man that leaned more towards the 'survival mode'...! began to do my own 

research on the Internet. This is what really caused me to take the 'possibility of 

problems' seriously." 

I should emphasize that believers, just like individuals in the apparent majority of 

Americans who did not worry about Y2K, are not a monolithic group. I would call 

myself a believer, because in my indecisiveness about Y2K, I erred on the side of 

caution. As Stuart, another list member, said, "I do not think that any of us really have a 

clue, do we?" about what might happen. Among believers, there was a range of 
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emotions, from panic to cautious optimism, as well as a range of concepts about what 

might happen, what Y2K meant, and what kind of reaction was warranted. What seems 

to characterize many of the believers I encountered during this research is that they share 

a questioning stance toward the structures and assumptions on which contemporary 

American life is based. For example, instead of seeing the computer bug as the main 

cause for concern, believers tended to focus on the degree to which technologies have 

been adopted without consideration of the consequences. This runs directly counter to 

the faith and deep acceptance reflected in American ideologies of technological progress. 

In this way, it is not surprising that Y2K had a different meaning for them, since the 

dominant construction of Y2K is based on those structures and assumptions. Since they 

reject or at least question these, it follows that they would not share the same construction 

of Y2K. This questioning is thus a theme that will be evident throughout this discussion. 

Working Within, Working Against the Standard Narrative 

It is in the aftermath of an event that the process of closure and stabilization 

creates its permanent meaning. For those who took Y2K seriously as a personal and 

social problem, then, the standard narrative may pose more of a problem now than it did 

then. That is, during the time leading up to Y2K, there was far more play in its meanings, 

because there was enough uncertainty to allow for the possibility that something might 

really happen. So, for those who believed that possibility, there was still a place for them 

within the standard narrative, albeit a small and somewhat marginalized place. It is only 

in the time since Y2K, when its social construction as a non-event was solidified, that this 
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wiggle room disappeared and left believers without a place at the table — unless, of 

course, they adopted the standard construction. 

However, this is not to say there were not processes of identity negotiation and 

management going on amongst the Y2K community during the time before 2000. For 

example, there was a tendency among concerned people to portray themselves as 

somewhere in the middle - that is, not predicting doom but not being ignorant, either. It 

was important to establish that those concerned about Y2K were not the wacko 

survivalists or nervous nellies that the media often made them out to be (e.g. Fortune 

1999, McCann 1999, White 1999). In her article on 1-800-THERAPIST's "Y2K Anxiety 

Day," White writes, 

Even a person not inclined to worry might, after digesting too many Y2K panic 
pieces, find herself wondering if it's time to start stockpiling canned goods, bottled 
water, and that all-important item, cat food. (On half a minute's fiirther reflection, I 
think not.) It's understandable how a person of fearftil disposition might succumb to 
Y2K terror. 

Most Americans have no ears for these [Y2K] worries. Only about a fifth, according 
to polls, are making any preparations at all. But others are moving to remote areas, 
stockpiling food, water, money, and in some cases powder and shot should the 
sneering majority suddenly show up looking for a sandwich. Having visited with 
several individuals and families of the fearftil disposition, this investigator advises 
that, in the event of a true emergency, don't go tramping around in America's 
mountains or hill country looking for a handout. The only nourishment some of the 
folks will be offering is lead- straight up. (Shiflett 1999/2000) 

In fact, some believers tried hard to distance themselves from "extremists," as did authors 

Hayes & Ulrich (1998). In their book they have a section entitled, "Extremists Hurt the 

Cause," in which they chastise those taking the "panic and disaster" view for having 

"forced counterreactionary forces to claim that the problem cannot possibly be that bad" 

(11). 
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More important, however, was defending the legitimacy of concern. In three of 

the interviews I conducted, the same insurance analogy was presented to me as 

justification for Y2K preparations. Louise describes it best; 

Preparation was kind of like, you buy car insurance but you don't expect a car 
accident, and you buy fire insurance tor your house but it doesn't mean you expect 
your house to bum, and so it was just kind of like...you take responsibility if there is 
a problem, then you've at least bought yourself a little insurance. 

Believers argued that their belief was plausible and prudent, and had reams of data with 

which they backed up these claims. These arguments were made in the face of what they 

felt was misguided apathy and misinformation. For example, Guidetti's (1999) "quiz" 

helped readers identify their "predisposition to 'magical thinking' with respect to Y2K 

information." She attributed the widespread dismissal of Y2K that she was observing to 

an American belief in magic, that somehow everything would be okay. Brownlee 

(1999a) notes that "nearly everyone is weary of hearing about Y2K. To many it's a joke, 

a ridiculous phantom blown wildly out of proportion by the lunatic fringe via the 

Internet." Hyatt (1999b) lamented that 

as much as I hate to admit it, it is time to face the facts; we have lost the battle for 
Y2K awareness. Over the last several months we have faced an avalanche of spin 
control and outright disinformation from government bureaucrats and corporate 
executives. Unlike the little Dutch boy who stuck his finger in the dike and prevented 
a flood, all of us who understand the threat of Y2K have simply been deluged by 
Y2K optimism. As a result, the public is happily swimming in a sea of complacency. 
At this time, I think it is a waste of time to try and warn people about the dangers 
ahead. At best, you get laughed at or ridiculed. 

Based on my observations and interviews, there was an awareness among 

believers of some stigma associated with being concerned and making preparations. In a 

listserv discussion of community organization. Dawn wrote, "it's scary 'cause you don't 
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want to look like an extremist or nut case to your neighbors, yet you want to be helpful." 

One of the questions on my interview schedule^ asked whether participants had told 

fnends, family members, or other segments of their personal communities about their 

preparations, and if so, how had these people reacted. Homer responded. 

Well, the friends that I have here in town, I was very selective in who I mentioned it 
to, because I know how controversial subjects can affect different people even within 
family or friends, so the ones that I selected to reveal it to, they were either doing the 
same thing, or you know, [I knew they were likely to be receptive], I don't know the 
extent to which they were preparing or whatever, but I just told them... 

For some, this concern about letting others know extended beyond stigma, for they felt 

they might be overrun by those who had not prepared, seeking help should Y2K prove 

true. Mary said that she "tried to downplay how I felt inside with other family members 

and neighbors, since I felt there must be no way around some major inconveniences both 

practical and financial." Kirk reported that a contact of his in California had calculated 

how far from Los Angeles a person could get on one tank of gas, and then purchased 

property just beyond that perimeter. The man figured in that way, he would be safe from 

anyone looking for a handout. Hyatt (1999b) suggested that believers keep a low profile, 

to stop trying to convince people that Y2K was real and "focus on getting our own 

families ready, so we can get through what ever may come." 

Technology 

In the dominant construction of Y2K, technology's role is causal, but only 

passively - it was the decisions of programmers that made technology the culprit. To 

•* See Appendix A. 
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some extent, this thinking is reflected among Y2K believers. The first question I posed 

during interviews was, "How would you describe Y2K, in your own words? What was 

it?" The response usually began with the refrain familiar from the standard narrative: 

"Well, the aspect of Y2K that was of interest to me was the computer date that was 

hardwired into a lot of computers and a lot of software could only accommodate two-

digit years, and so that's what concerned me about it" (Cecil). "Y2K to me was when the 

calendar rolled over for January 1,2000, the possibility of some chaos as a result of the 

possibility of computers not being reconciled to deal with the new calendar year" (Joe). 

Janelle goes even further in replicating the standard construction: "[Y2K was] a computer 

problem that got fixed (or wasn't really a problem in the first place). It's over." 

The idea that Y2K was a wake-up call was a common theme during the 

interviews, with these conversations focusing especially on technology. I found that what 

is seen as reliance on technology is a serious issue among those concerned about Y2K. 

Kirk expressed his hope that "maybe we'd get lucky [from Y2K] and go back to, you 

know, the way we should be running things, without relying on technology. We rely too 

much on it. I mean, I do even myself." On the listserv, Hero claimed that "the collision 

with our own mistakes, we cannot avoid. And soon, we shall enter the {new} 

•Low_Tech_Era'* or better to say, it shall enter us....Things will be basic again, but 

everybody shall have a living, due to the for-once and for-ever failed high_tech, in which 

nobody shall have any more trust." After defining technology as "all of the systems that 

provide the things that we depend on - electricity, natural gas, water, all the things that 

are delivered to our home," Cecil goes on to say, "yeah, we could easily lessen our 
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dependence on all those things...a lot of the technologies that are commonplace, 

technologies that we're dependent on, are the result of political decisions... [sustainable 

technologies] have been put on the backbumer because the [of the power of] vested 

interests." 

That Y2K didn't force this kind of introspection on a large scale was somewhat 

disappointing. Willie noted that the failure of predictions about technological disaster 

only served to reinforce faith in technology. This failure gave those who espouse this 

view, "which is basically the scientific reductionist positivist paradigm in Western 

culture, an opportunity to say, see...the technology didn't fail, and we don't have to 

worry about the effects of technology, there will always be technological solutions." 

However, Christopher seemed to think that in part, what prevented many Y2K 

predictions from being realized was that 

people just barely woke up in the nick of time, to realize that our whole technological 
system was basically flawed, it had a potentially fatal flaw in it that people had been 
ignoring for 40 years or more, and to me, what it was delivering was a very powerful 
wake-up call to us, because we'd clearly been asleep on this issue. 

To many believers, there was a general ignorance of technology, coupled with an 

abiding belief that technological problems have technological fixes, which created a false 

sense of security around Y2K. "Wake up" is a constant refirain throughout these 

interviews and this literature. 

A few short months ago, I did not understand that this seemingly trivial computer 
progranrniing glitch could have such devastating social and economic consequences. 
Like so many other people, I assumed that the problem could be fixed easily by 
technological experts and that it had limited relevance to my work. Y2K wasn't my 
problem. (Halpem 1998:9) 

"...Complex systemic problems...are inherently uncontrollable...traditional approaches 
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to solving them simply don't work" (Wheatley and Kellner-Rogers quoted in Utne 1998: 

5). For those concerned about Y2K, the unquestioning faith in technology inherent in the 

Western system was deeply problematic. Moreover, this faith was coupled with 

dangerous disconnect between technology and society, with interfaces only through 

experts. As Christopher put it, 

our culture is such that, we hold ourselves apart from the technology, we don't 
understand it, someone else is doing that, so it's totally out of our hands and we just 
take it for granted... we've abdicated any kind of responsibility for that. And most of 
the time, we get away with that, but it turns out to be actually fairly dangerous, as we 
saw with Y2K. 

For these believers, code and chips were part of Y2K, but that was only the beginning, 

only the catalyst for thinking about a much larger set of issues around dependency, 

interconnectedness, and ignorance. 

Attributes of large technical systems - such as complexity and power, as 

discussed in the previous chapter - were prevalent themes in Y2K activist literature. 

Without our fully realizing it, computer systems have become integrated into almost 
every aspect of our lives, whether or not we use computers ourselves. Computer 
programs and microchips in our country and throughout the world are increasingly 
part of interconnected systems, so that if one fails, the effects may rapidly cascade 
and multiply. (Halpem 1998:9) 

Interconnectivity and interdependence seem to be the most crucial of these concerns: 

"The fact is that these systems [water, electricity, gas, food, medical services, banking, 

communications, transportation, and government services] are mutually dependent, the 

entire array is interconnected and highly vulnerable. A problem in one component can 

cause failures in others" (Greco 1998). "Which computers [will be affected]? It doesn't 

much matter. There is such massive data exchange, all it takes is one computer to corrupt 
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the entire financial information system" (Hyatt 1998:15). In a retrospective essay on 

Y2K, one activist wrote that one of the "unlearned lessons" of Y2K was that "we build 

our computer systems., .the same way we build our cities: over time, without a plan, on 

top of ruins. While pervasive, the information infrastructure is still relatively fragile and 

vulnerable" (Brownlee 2000). Cecil continued to be concerned about the vulnerability 

inherent in such systems, even after Y2K was over. 

I think we're still terribly vulnerable, although this particular triggering mechanism 
[the date bug] seemed to not be as great a threat as we thought it was, but there are 
other things that could trigger inf^tructure failures. I don't know if the system -
using that word to describe the whole of the technological infrastructure - I don't 
know if the system is really that robust. Some people have suggested that there's 
more redundancy built into [it] than we thought, I don't know whether that's true or 
not. 

Views on technology among believers, however, were not all negative. The 

problem lay in the "computer-dependent world [of]...networked and interdependent 

processes we have created" (Peterson, Wheatley and Kellner-Rogers 1999). 

Technologies that were seen as simpler, more sustainable, or more user-controlled were 

valued. "Technology is anything I cannot maintain on my own," said Pam. "I don't like 

technology...because I like things to be mechanically simple, so I have, I try to keep 

everything as simple as possible." For Cecil's partner Louise, Y2K was an "opportunity 

to look at the wonderful possibilities and the different kinds of energy that are cleaner, 

more environmentally friendly," as they reviewed options for the new household they 

were setting up in response to their Y2K concerns. Activist Tom Atlee advocated 

community preparedness that encouraged the use of sustainable technologies like solar 
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power and community-supported agriculture.^ An unattributed essay posted to the 

listserv titled "Earning a Living in 2000 and Beyond" reviewed various ways to make 

money in a time of depression and "shrunken division of labor" and suggested releaming 

"low-tech" skills like butchering and midwifery. The Internet, a significant source of 

information, networking and social support for believers, was also cited as a "positive" 

technology. "...The Internet played a seminal role in making immediately accessible a 

vast body of developing knowledge about Y2K, and connected a number of people 

around the world in a dynamic conversation of exploration and discovery. [It is] a 

powerful self-organized network of information and insight" (Brownlee 2000). 

For believers, then, technology was a central factor in Y2K. However, its role 

went beyond the basic cause-and-effect relationship between bugs and 

software/hardware. The more critical - and largely unexamined - aspect of Y2K lay in 

understanding power dynamics between humanity and technology. These individuals felt 

that too much human agency had been abdicated to unsustainable "high" technologies. 

The distance and disconnect between user and technology, coupled with unexamined 

adoption of technologies, formed a much larger technology core of Y2K. for believers, 

than did the cause-and-effect relationship between bug and computer failure in the 

standard narrative. 

' Suggested in an email reposted from Atlee's personal Y2iC email listserv to the Tucson Y2K Center email 
newsgroup on April 18,1999. 
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Preparedness 

That preparedness was a major issue among believers is not surprising. These 

individuals anticipated needing stores of essentials like food, water, and medical supplies, 

as well as ways to meet needs such as human waste disposal, personal hygiene, power, 

and safety. They were planning for the breakdown of systems, like grocery stores and 

public utilities, which have arisen to provide these things on demand in what they 

understood as a convenience-oriented consumer society. Roughly half the messages on 

the listserv, for instance, dealt with preparations of this sort: 

It's almost impossible to get generators now and kerosene heaters (both are 
backordered). I think as [we] get closer to Y2K, the more things will become scarce. 
I think that we all should try and have everything we need before the end of 
March...Can I ask what everyone is doing for heat...especially renters? Heating is 
my greatest concern right now. [Dawn] 

I spent a large amount of [my] childhood living in the hills around this area [in Idaho] 
without power, running water, or refrigeration. I've since grown fond of these things 
so I'm doing my best to protect them if they are lost. [Matt] 

Within a month or so, we will have finished accumulating one year's supply of food 
and other provisions. Sunday we bought a woodstove...Our pool becomes a 9000-
gallon reservoir... half of the backyard I will turn into a garden next month... My wife 
is busy canning and dehydrating...So you see, we're taking it seriously. [John] 

Not all the believers that I encountered were making these types of preparations, 

or made such plans the main focus of their Y2K efforts. For example, Willie invested 

very little time or effort in contingency plarming. 

(Q: What did you and your wife do for your own preparedness?) [laughs] Well, it's 
interesting [because] I put it off for a long time and as things got closer and closer I 
became less and less concerned...things seemed to be working okay in tests and 
such...so I got a couple of barrels of water...and probably a couple weeks' supply of 
food, you know, essentials, batteries and flashlights and such. Which you know it's 
kind of interesting as people pointed out, that's what the Red Cross says you should 
have on hand anyway for natural disasters....So you know yeah, we should probably 
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do that stuff anyway. (Q; Why did you put it off?)...There was a part of me that was 
saying, eh, you know, it's, it might not be that bad...also, there was a certain futility I 
thought in doing a survivaiist kind of thing...hoarding food that, if things really got 
rough...! would either be giving away or somebody would take it, if it got really bad 
somebody would be taking it away. [And when I could see that people really weren't 
worried about Y2K] I just said well, you know, I'm just not going to worry about it 
anymore. I've done all I can do and I'm not going to lose any more sleep over it. 

Like Willie, I found myself feeling torn about the degree of contingency plans to 

make; it was easy to identify with what he was saying because I had the same 

vacillations. It was far easier than the exchange I had with Kirk, committed to general 

preparedness, who aggressively asked, "I mean, I'm assuming you prepared for Y2K?" 

When I told him what I had done - essentially the same types of provisions Willie had 

made - he continued, "Well, the same question I would ask of anyone else, I would ask 

you - what do you lose by preparing for it? At what point do you feel you've lost 

something, fmancial [or otherwise], granted you might lose a little face, but, you know, 

[whatever]."' 

Moreover, contingency planning was certainly not limited to believers, or to Y2K. 

I noted earlier that even people who after the fact denied any concern over Y2K told me 

they had purchased bottled water and other supplies. Preparedness and the ability to deal 

with problems were seen as a theme of American ideal life. "...Household preparation is 

like Mom and apple pie, it's so American... we came out of a whole tradition of taking 

' Ironically, Kirk thought that part of the reason people were expecting to see "lights go out all over the 
country, planes fall out of the sky"^ with Y2K was because Americans had been advised to prepare. "(Q; 
Why do you think people were expeaing those particular kinds of things to happen?) Oh bmause of ail 
die...I don't want to say war mongers but the people who were screaming and hollering crisis, world 
coming to an end, blah blah blah blah. You had the American Red Cross, you had FEMA, you had states 
telling you to prepare something, it just wasn't Joe-I-want-to>be*prepared survivaiist, it was everybody. In 
one way, shape or form they were telling you, be prepared." 
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care of ourselves and being self-reliant," argued Ed/ During several of the Tucson Y2K 

group meetings, parallels were drawn between the Great Depression and possible 

outcomes of Y2K, to suggest Americans had pulled through the Depression and could 

likely do it again. However on the listserv, the ability of contemporary American society 

to pull through some of the worst-case Y2K scenarios was doubted. "I don't think this 

generation of society could handle anything like a depression or make any kind of 

sacrifice for the good of others. If we came anywhere close to depression-like times I bet 

ail of society would enter a great time of crisis," wrote Matt. "What happened to the 

rugged individualist-type American that tackled problems and solved them whatever it 

took?" Todd, the listserv's moderator, asked this in response to a post that told of one 

member's experience at a community meeting: "We had 15 people out of approximately 

7500 [in the town] show up and half of them had the same Pollyanna remarks - the 

EXPERTS Will Fix It - our government will take care of us if there is a problem" (Mark; 

emphasis in original). Todd continued, "All we seem to have now is a bunch of wimpy 

babies that can't live without their entitlements." In a separate comment, he said, "I think 

we could learn something from the generation that live[d] through the Depression." 

Rachel Parti, the Webmaster of a Y2K website, told me that 

we are in a precarious position right now because we are basically a population of 
babies. We have no idea how to produce our own food or get rid of our own waste. 
There have been plenty of calamities and technological regressions in human history. 
But never before has an entire generation forgotten how to provide for itself. 

Given perspectives on the ability of contemporary Americans to pull through, it is 

^ He contrasted this with an attitude among non-believers of "sort of poo-pooing the concerns that anything 
would be disrupted or fail to work, [looking down on it because] we have people that understand these 
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not surprising that finding a more permanent or ingrained sense of preparation was 

important to believers. In this preparation, the emphasis was on being ready and able to 

bring one's self and community (in whatever sense) through upheaval, uncertain times, or 

crisis. For Pam, this operated on a very personal level in her household. Preparing for 

Y2K. "brought me into a real organized system of food prep and household management, 

and I mean, I've been married for 25 years, and this was the best year ever...there was 

never a little emergency where I had to run to the store...And that has been an amazing 

help." Although this was a small thing, for her the improved management of her 

household meant having more time for her family and being able to be more deliberate -

as opposed to "crazed" - in her daily routine. In Kirk's case, getting ready for Y2K was 

no big deal because he had already set up his household to be self-sufficient. 

I was [prepared] for whatever, way before Y2K...Anything, natural disaster, 
manmade disaster, I'm prepared for it. Y2K just happened to come along...We live 
out in the woods, we live in upstate New York and...we lose power 16-some-odd 
times a year. So it's not like it's anything new. 

General preparedness was not uncommon among Y2K believers, given the extent of 

crossover between survivalism, preparedness-oriented individuals, and Y2K (Hoplight- • 

Tapia 2000). 

Many of the people reading Y2KNewswire.com have already made preparations for 
Y2K. In doing so, they were also preparing for a variety of other potential 
disruptions: natural disasters, war, domestic disturbances. But the rest of the people 
figured Y2K was the only threat on the horizon, and that threat - they thought -
would fizzle. Now they're...finding themselves ill prepared for anything except 
continued prosperity. These people are two meals away firom panic. 
(Y2KNewswire.com daily report posted to the listserv by Liz; date unknown) 

things and they'll be fixed." 
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Concern was evident over lack of preparation - either contingency planning or 

generalized preparation - among the "90%" that Tom Atlee, a fairly well-known Y2K 

activist, estimated* wouldn't be ready for Y2K's possibilities. Noting that most people 

who live in earthquake- and hurricane-prone areas don't make advance preparations (a 

somewhat contentious assertion), one man in Kansas City was distributing printer-ready 

flyers about such things as how to generate warmth and light, find and purify water, and 

stabilize food sources. At the heart of this expected lack of preparedness was the blase 

attitude toward Y2K contained in the standard narrative. In an online survey of 100 self-

selected respondents about Y2K conununity organizing', respondents said 

again and again...that grassroots efforts, all over the country, are suffering - and in 
many cases, being seriously threatened - by the "don't worry, we'll have everything 
fixed" refirain coming firom government and corporate circles. Comparing potential 
Y2K disruptions to a mild winter storm has also made it extremely difficult to 
mobilize community-wide responses to potential Y2K failures. 

Although Atlee's attitude was that this 90% would purposefully not prepare, there was 

recognition that not everyone had the means to do so, even if they wanted. A Y2K group 

leader in Napa Valley, California, said that his "community will currently [mid-May] not 

come close to being prepared. At best, a small percentage of people will be prepared for 

three to seven days. Low-income, disabled, elderly and most others will not be prepared 

at all. Our local governments. ..have done almost nothing to look after the citizens." On 

the listserv, several members discussed the responsibility of churches, and Christians in 

general, to put aside extra food, donate cash to food pantries, or otherwise help those less 

* This prediction was made in an email distributed over a list administered by Atlee; I received it through 
the email distribution list of the Tucson Y2K group in July 1999. 
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able to accumulate supplies. 

Last night at church I was talking with a lady who appeared to be in her 70s. We got 
on the subject of Y2K and I asked her if she was preparing. She replied that she was 
storing some cans of food and rice cakes...This sure isn't going to get her very far. I 
was discussing this with a &iend and expressing my concerns regarding the elderly 
and others...who...really can't afford to spend much on preparing. The idea came to 
mind that if we put aside 10% of the amount we spend on our own food for our 
neighbors that would probably help out a great deal. [Dawn] 

Meanwhile, John expected to be able to use his food supplies as "an aid to evangelism" to 

unprepared neighbors. 

I found a strong emphasis, especially among the Tucson Y2K group (and contacts 

made through them), on trying to foster community preparedness. Part of the impetus 

behind forming this group was developing community preparedness. Ed, one of the 

group's founders, said that as he and his fnends learned more about Y2K, it became 

evident to them that 

it's Just a matter of prudence that individuals, organizations, communities [begin] to 
prepare for unknown breakdowns. Those of us who felt that this required a 
community response that was different from simply a bureaucratic [governmental] 
response, we decided to actually form this center and you know, to use it for many 
reasons, to keep informing ourselves... to keep tracking this situation, and also [it 
was] educational in the sense that we were able to use it to learn from each other 
about ways to be prepared for whatever emergency might happen, so there was a 
whole preparedness to an unknown set of things that might happen. 

Moreover, as the group gained momentiun, its mission began to be more about informing 

the community against the 

major public relations effort to keep people from not getting too worried...In fact, we 
felt as activists that we really were up against a difficult obstacle in the sense that 
local government and other bureaucracies were not interested in sharing the process 

' "The Nation's First Y2K Grassroots Community Preparedness Survey," released May 20,1999 at 
http://www.nhne.com/y2kgrassrootssurvey/index.html 
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of preparing for a response; they would define what they felt were their 
responsibilities, and they would pursue them without really embracing the 
community, in the sense of creating forums around investigating what the community 
should be doing. 

In an op-ed piece distributed to the group's email list, California activist William Ulrich 

(1999) wrote that 

Friends, colleagues and the media want to know what I am doing to prepare for year 
2000. I tell them that I am preparing Santa Cruz County, California, to meet the 
challenge ahead. This reply disappoints them. Because I am part of the minority that 
believes in taking personal responsibility on this issue, people assume I have a bunker 
stocked with weapons ready for Armageddon. 

In fact, some activists, like Paloma O'Reilly, founder of the Cassandra Project'", argued 

that "individual survival efforts [are] worse than foolish...The best security you have is a 

prepared neighbor" (quoted in Shook 1998:33). On the listserv, Richard said, "individual 

preparation on its own will not work." This sentiment was echoed by members of the 

Tucson group, like Pam and local Y2K television show host Erica Louie, who made 

informational flyers for distribution to their neighbors. 

The ultimate argtmient around preparation was that not only was not preparing 

foolish and irresponsible, being ready was the only way worst-case scenarios could be 

avoided. Dawn wrote, "No one can go it alone. If we aren't in some kind of community 

preparation, then we will end up holed up in our homes with cold, hungry people banging 

on our doors to get in." 

Part of what makes civic participation so compelling to those who have become 
aware of the Y2K problem is the very nature of Ae risks we are facing... As we look 
deeply at the very real possibilities of in&astructure failure, the ethic of participatory 
democracy becomes not merely an abstract good, but instead a vital necessity. (Atlee 

A major player in Y2K community organization and community-based activism. 
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and Zubizarreta 1999) 

If communities were prepared down to the last individual, it was argued, this would take 

pressure off emergency services and keep panic to a minimum. Services would then be 

available if and when they were "really" needed, to help with situations that weren't 

foreseeable, and many of the more serious predictions about Y2K chaos" could be 

avoided (Shook 1998).'^ 

Behind this sense of responsibility toward community preparedness was a general 

sense that both community, and a commitment to building it, are lacking in the 

contemporary environment. Writing that Y2IC might have a "silver lining," one author 

hoped that should predictions come true, it might bring people back into communication. 

"Human relationships [have] suffer[ed], even as technology allows people to do more, 

contact more, accomplish more, run faster and jump higher than ever before... May be 

Y2K will give people some of that time [they have lost to a technologized society]" 

(Kagan 1999). While discussing his views on technology, Joe said that "it makes life 

simpler for me, but.. .there's just not the community that I knew of as a child." After 

calling Y2K the "opportunity of our lifetimes," Davidson, LaPorte & McLaughlin (1999; 

ISS) noted one unspecified survey found 89% of respondents wanted "simpler, more 

decentralized [socio-economic and technical] systems so that communities could be more 

self-reliant and mdependent." Y2K had a potential silver lining in that it might 

encourage more cooperation among individuals and an increased sense of community 

'' This was sometimes written Y2Kaos. 
Interestingly, this feeling stood in contrast to mainstream sentiments that "hoarders" - as those preparing 

were often cast - would create more severe social and economic problems than might be caused by 
technological failures. See Chandrasekaran, Stoughton & Barr 1999, Galuszka 1999, and D. Jones 1999. 
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support. "All we're really talking about is polishing up our neighboring skills. If they're 

needed, we'll be ready. If not, we will have created goodwill and community enrichment 

on an unprecedented level all around us" (Hoffman'^ quoted in Shook 1998:34). 

Communities like Boulder, CO, which were seen as making a concerted community-

based effort toward preparation, were lauded among Y2K activists as good examples 

(Utne 1998). Conununity groups around the country were encouraged to list themselves 

with the Cassandra Project's Web page so that they "will demonstrate to others that 

something can and is being done to meet the year 2000 challenges! This can inspire 

others to do the same" (O'Reilly 1998:23). Writing about the uplifting nature of one 

community meeting, O'Reilly and Lord (1998:50) note that "the people do still care, and 

one person can still make a difference." 

There is one fmal sense in which preparation was important. Often called "inner 

preparedness" (Brownlee 1999b, Utne 1998), it dealt with coming to terms with Y2K's 

possibilities, coping with, and then transcending, feelings of fear, uncertainty, and 

depression that sometimes accompanied Y2K beliefs (White 1999, Davidson, LaPorte 

and McLaughlin 1998, Childre and Cryer 1998, Marbourg and Bell 1999).'* I did not 

specifically collect data on this topic during interviews or observations. However, it did 

come up during my interview with Christopher, and his observations serve as a nice 

transition to the next discussion on the transformative potential seen in Y2K. In the same 

vein as Kirk and others had advocated reaching a preparedness level to handle any 

Dr. Kent Hoffman is a Spokane psychotherapist who spearheaded a community-preparedness initiative 
called ''Y2K Neighborhood," which focused on block-by-block teams coordinating efforts. 
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possibility, Ciiristopher talked about reaching "resiliency:" 

It['s] about going beyond survival and being able to create, design a kind of life that 
[people] would want....There's much more to resilience than just being able to 
respond, being able to survive...! mean humans are pretty good at survival in general, 
we've got that pretty well figured out, but when survival is a full-time job, we tend to 
miss what's possible in all of that, and so for me, it's about, it's about getting in 
contact v^dth what our real purpose is here on the planet, both individually and 
collectively and operating &om that, and it's clear that our purpose is not just 
survival. It's a bigger game than that. 

This level of personal transformation is indicative of the greater potential seen in Y2K, 

prompting some to say Y2K was not disaster but opportunity (Greco 1998). 

Transformation: Personal, Social 

The implication of Y2K's construction as a non-event was that nothing happened 

- and this meant not just in terms of computer failures, but in terms of everything. It was 

a dud, no reason to mention it any further. Believers were portrayed as disappointed 

(Associated Press 2000b) and left holding the bag - sometimes literally, since they were 

often pictured holding bags of leftover bulk foods or standing near such stores (Time 

2000-2001:14, Newsweek 2001:19). There were reports that online, people were angry 

and demanding answers firom Y2K pundits who, they claimed, had led them astray 

(Rosin 2000). The main topic of interest in regard to Y2K became what to do with all the 

leftover supplies (Martin 2000, Porter 2000). These depictions and expectations were 

based on the idea that Y2K had limited meaning - that it was only about computer failure 

For a somewhat different perspective, see Maloney-Schara 1999. This article evaluates male/female 
differences, as well as personality type differences, in "Y2K reactivity" potential. 
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and social disruption. They ignore other important meanings that Y2K had for believers. 

There are two primary ways in which these depictions are contradicted by my 

data. First, although most of the people I interviewed agreed in part with the conclusion 

that Y2K was a non-event, in the sense that few technological or social problems 

resulted, they disagreed with this characterization in regard to themselves and their 

conmiunities. Y2K had a major transformative impact on most of those I interviewed 

during 2000. As Christopher told me, "Y2K changed my life. I was leading a reclusive 

life and it made me get out and interact with the public," Even when the impact wasn't 

major, Y2K had still been a chance to leam about themselves: recall Pam's conrunents 

about learning how to better manage her household. Second, Y2K was seen as having 

transformative power and potential, to change not just individual behavior, but 

conununity and even human behavior as a whole. Although the "failure" of Y2K 

reduced these hopes, it was still a time of preparation for future such opportunities. 

Again, the meanings assigned to Y2K by the mainstream did not allow for these types of 

associations with Y2K. Far from being only about the potential breakdown and 

destruction of society, Y2K was seen by some as a chance to remake and renew society. 

This section explores these meanings, which run counter to the standard narrative of 

Y2K. 

On a personal level, Y2K brought people into a greater feeling of being in touch 

with themselves and their daily lives. Pam found that planning for feeding her household 

without benefit of grocery stores and prepared foods required her to implement a new 

system of housekeeping that she was still keeping a year later. Planning had also brought 
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her family, with two teenage sons, closer together. Like Pam, Tonya learned "how to do 

things for myself." Learning had also been an important impact of Y2K on Homer: "I 

definitely learned some stuff, [like] the value of keeping your ear to the ground, and 

evaluating situations, making what you think are appropriate plans for a potential 

situation, but not going overboard." 

More "material" benefits also accrued to these believers. Joe, Tonya, and Mary, 

as well as individuals on the listserv, made new social ties through their Y2K networking 

activities, which had endured past the "end" of Y2K. In anticipation of Y2k, Tonya and 

her husband had gotten out of debt, which had been a long-term goal, and had managed 

to stay out through 2000. Cecil and Louise moved away from the city and into a house in 

a rural area, which Cecil had wanted to do for some time. 

[Y2K was] a prod to take steps in the direction of living the way I want to live; for a 
long time I've had a lot of interest in becoming more independent of the technological 
infrastructure...I've been interested in homesteading for a long time, but it got me 
thinking again about how I want to live, and one of the things that we started to 
explore is possibilities outside the city. And we didn't do it prior to y2k, but we did 
finally do it last month, we finally moved ...and we're finding that [new life to be] a 
much different atmosphere, a much different way to live, and I've been enjoying it. 

Ed and his wife installed 1600-gallon cisterns in their Tucson property, allowing them to 

collect water, and built an insulated food storage shed that enabled them to buy in bulk. 

Joe bought a generator that he and his wife had wanted for a long time, which they had 

ahready used (during a winter storm) by the end of 1999. 

Beyond these material and more everyday concerns, however, Y2K was a chance 

to reflect on the conditions of life. 

It caused me to consider the possibility that the world might be more fragile than we 
are lead to believe. It also made me think about the possibility of not having 
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groceries readily available...and the possibility of our government not being able to 
control a law-and-order situation. My generation has always had these comforts, 

wrote Mary in an email interview. Joe most appreciated the chance to reflect on the early 

years of his life, which were spent on a farm without electricity and other amenities. For 

Cecil, conmiunity organizing had brought a positive meaning to Y2K: "It brought a lot of 

people together to think seriously about how they live and where their vulnerabilities lie, 

and so we met a lot of really neat people, we shared a lot of good information. 

Regardless of the fact of what happened or didn't happen, it changed a lot of lives, 

including ours." Janelle reported feeling ready to tackle any crisis after her experience 

with Y2K. Finally, Ed noted that preparing for Y2K had been 

really fun, to actually be in the process, I mean some of that energy was apparent in 
some of our center meetings and in other groups where people would get excited 
about learning how to grind your own grain and some people got chickens and started 
having fresh eggs, and...gardening, people were contemplating finally doing a garden 
and did it, and I think learning about those things. ..are having long-term effects. 

On a social level, Y2K had offered what some saw as an unprecedented 

opportunity to transform society and even human beings. Y2K's community building 

potential was foremost among these opportunities, reflected in attitudes toward 

community-based preparations. Willie noted that one of the things that drew him to Y2K 

was this potential. 

I was particularly [interested in Y2K] because I've been involved in community 
development and conununity planning for years - community building - I was 
particularly interested in it from that standpoint. It was an opportunity to build, 
particularly at the neighborhood level, coalitions of people around this potential 
disaster, have people help take care of each other if something happened. 

Atlee and Zubizarreta (1999) wrote that "we are...being offered an unprecedented 

opportunity for renewed civic participation and for collaboration among different social 
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sectors as we come together in order to provide for the common good." Once aware of 

this new opportunity, community members could not only pull together, but actually 

remake their communities: "we can intelligently redesign our communities to better meet 

our needs, in ways that are sustainable, resilient, and equitable...we are being presented 

with the opportunity to recognize and attend to the structural weaknesses of our current 

system." These arguments again reflect sentiments seen in both of the previous sections, 

that systems had gotten out of humanity's control and that it was a lack of input into 

those systems that contributed to Y2K. It also represented, for some, Y2K's greatest 

challenge, in the form of a chance to remake these systems and communities in a more 

conscious manner. 

Beyond commuiuty organization and building, there were deeper opportunities 

seen within Y2K, to change negative behaviors and systems that threaten the well being 

of humanity. 

Y2K arose from a profound societal co-stupidity that does not reside within the 
specific people and institutions involved so much as within a system that calls forth 
behaviors which seem to make sense for good, intelligent individuals, yet add up to 
potential catastrophe for all of society. (Atlee 1999) 

"Co-stupidity" is later defined as "the collective inability of our groups, communities, 

organizations and societies to see what's happening in and around them, and to deal 

effectively with what they fmd." However, if Y2K and other problems like global 

warming were approached in a "co-intelligent" way, an approach that fosters dialogue 

about systemic consequences, "we'll...build a decent, joyful, sensible civilization for our 

grandchildren." Atlee wanted to see Y2K become the beginning of such a new kind of 

conversation. 
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Other activists, as well as those I interviewed, repeated this theme. Far from 

being afraid, people should embrace the potential within Y2K - as within any crisis - for 

renewal. Atlee likened society in the post-Y2K time to a phoenix, rising from the ashes. 

Y2K is challenging the core of the beliefs that we have used to shape our realities in 
the twentieth century...we are indeed being forced to develop a new set of 
understandings and beliefs. Y2K is indeed a catalyst and an opportunity...the 
challenge to any culture is to deal with failures as they occur rather than to believe 
that all failures can be avoided (Theobald 1999). 

[Society doesn't] have the institutions to deal with [the scale of life support necessary 
for 6 billion people in the world], we're not doing very well on global warming, 
species extinction, the whole global envirorunental and resource issues. So Y2K was 
a short-term crisis, it was looming and had a deadline...and it seemed that...if we 
could respond to Y2K in a successful way, maybe we would have a better chance 
with some of these issues that are coming up. I mean, it was sort of a test bed, a test 
run for the whole 21" century, for some of us. ..Many of us did want to see changes in 
our society. [Ed] 

In an extreme statement of what opportunity Y2K posed, Greco (1999) said "what we do 

over the next 12 to 18 months could determine the fate of humankind for the next 100 

years or so. Will it be an era of enlighteiunent and civility, or will we descend into a new 

dark age?" He suggested that Y2K offered the chance to "replay the 20"' century" and 

remake society, one supposes from the ground up. Like others who advocated against 

making solely personal preparations, Greco argues that "self-centered, isolationist 

• approaches will be futile." 

Behind these efforts, of course, lay the belief that, as Atlee put it, "the way society 

has come to exist is WRONG."'* Summarizing themes that I saw repeated over and over 

in such writings, he goes on to list what is wrong about that existence. Human-to-human 

Email dated 7/13/99. 
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relationships have been traded for technologically-mediated and distanced interactions; 

life on Earth has become "corporate reality;" technologies like nuclear power threaten to 

destroy the environment; but ultimately, "the real source code error is within our hearts." 

Y2K, he writes, holds up a mirror to this faulty code, demonstrating how the failure to 

think reflexively and reflectively on the human condition had contributed to the situation. 

Denial was the worst aspect of Y2K in some estimations, as a "common response to a 

threat to one's paradigms...to flee into protective ignorance by ignoring and refusing to 

learn any information which might contradict those paradigms" (Garcia quoted in 

Brownlee 1999a). 

Both Willie and Christopher cited Ray and Anderson's (2000) book Cultural 

Creatives as an explanatory tool for what they saw happening with Y2K and this 

transformative thinking. While this discussion has been more interested in descriptive 

rather than analytical evidence, this particular element bears some mention. Ray and 

Anderson's theory is that there is a subculture in the U.S. of about SO million people who 

embody "new ways of life, values, and worldviews, [with their] own heroes and... vision 

for the future" (3). These individuals, they argue, are "at the leading edge of several 

kinds of cultural change, deeply affecting not only their own lives but our larger society 

as well.. .they are shaping a new kind of American culture for the twenty-first century" 

(4). These individuals are marked by a concern with authenticity, engaged action, 

idealism and activism, globalism and ecology, self-actualization and spirituality. 

Willie explains why he associated this theory of cultural creatives with Y2K: 

I think that there are... a number of people within this subculture who saw Y2K as an 
opportunity to help people [use ideas] such as systems and complexity theory to 
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understand the interconnections that we face in the modem world and if we don't start 
acting as a global community that we can have calamitous events like y2k, which 
didn't materialize. But I think they saw it as an opportunity, as a practice session, if 
you will,...to prepare for things like the effects of global warming 50 years from now. 
That it'd be an opportunity for people to come together and solve a major global 
problem as practice for handling some of the issues that they predict are going to 
come down the line 50 to 100 years from now, depending on the time frame. 

Christopher, who identified as a cultural creative, agreed. 

Y2K is something like a warm-up exercise. We're going through this for reasons that 
we don't completely understand, but it's not about Y2K, it gives us an opportunity to 
learn how to organize, how to communicate, how to deal with media on real large 
issues here, do some experimenting, all that kind of thing, learn about ourselves, how 
we respond to potentially global crises, but we always felt it was not Y2K we were 
doing that for, it really was like a training exercise, really. 

Willie concludes his discussion of the cultural creatives and Y2K by noting that "I think 

it took some of the wind out of their sails because [Y2K] didn't happen." 

That conjecture is likely true. The transformative potential, on personal and 

social levels, identified in Y2K by these believers was in some part reduced by Y2K's 

failure to materialize. There are two points to emphasize from this discussion. The first 

is that in pre-2000 meanings assigned to Y2K by believers, there was just as much 

promise as despair. This transformative potential was not an element of the standard 

narrative, because it draws from frames not typically shared by society as a whole. This 

is reflected in Ray and Anderson's argument about cultural creatives as a subculture. 

Concerns over personal growth, community strengthening, and social structures are not 

limited to these believers, but in general these are not privileged as firames as they are for 

these individuals. The second point of emphasis is that Y2K's failure to materialize 

reduced - but did not entirely negate - its positive potential. Y2K had an impact, just not 

as much as had been hoped (or feared). In the end, believers were happy to trade this loss 
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for avoidance of the destruction they anticipated from Y2K. They were often left, 

however, with a sense of mystery - why didn't anything happen? 

Y2K as Mystery 

I have found very few people interested in arguing about whether or not "anything 

happened" as a result of Y2K. The general consensus is that nothing did, because the 

general expectation was that the power would go out, planes would fall from the sky, and 

nuclear reactors would melt down. This was the nature of the construction of Y2K: 

"anything" was not just an^ thing, but particular, expected things. 1 argued in the last 

chapter that since what did happen did not meet the expectations built into this 

construction, it was assumed Y2K had no effect. That there were numerous Y2K-related 

problems, although smaller and less calamitous than predicted, seems to have been 

completely ignored by all but a small minority, precisely because these problems were 

not those we had been led to expect. 

It speaks to the binding strength of these expectations that people who believed in 

Y2K seem largely to have accepted that nothing happened. Ultimately, they shared 

basically the same definitions for what would constitute something happening - they just 

had judged the likelihood of these effects differently. In early January, Dawn, the 

listserv's originator, sent out a message saying, "Well, folks, Y2K is here and things are 

well. I don't see a further need for this list so I'm deleting it tonight." In some cases, 

believers took the failure of Y2K so personally as to be embarrassed at their own beliefs. 

This was the case with several people I interviewed; as Willie said, "It kind of puts me in 
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this funny position because I was, I had actually built a reputation of being a futurist on 

the national and international [levels], in some arenas, not this, and so [laughs] I don't 

think I can call myself that anymore, figured that was one I didn't get right." For those 

who had been concerned others might think them "nuts" if they talked about Y2K before 

2000, this feeling was especially strong. Only a couple of the people I interviewed said 

they still discussed Y2K at all. 

For some, however, beyond any embanassment was a lingering sense of 

uncertainty and mystery. Whv didn't anything happen? Given their own investments 

and those made internationally by government and private sectors, could they all have 

been wrong? Was it a hoax? Were the efforts made toward remediation, the efficacy of 

which was largely dismissed by the Y2K community during 1999, actually enough? 

Why wasn't there a differential between what happened in the U.S., where Y2K was 

taken fairly seriously (especially by large businesses), and what happened in countries 

that by all accounts were totally unprepared? Why didn't anyone seem to be interested in 

why nothing happened? These were some of the questions being asked. 

Willie was the first to mention to me that Y2K was a mystery, and so I began to 

include questions about this in my interview schedule. When asked how he would 

describe Y2K, he said in part that it was "something that should have by all accounts 

been more than it turned out to be." When I probed this further, he elaborated: 

Well, it's a real puzzle to me, why things didn't break. Based on my conversations 
and readings with folks who seemed to know a lot about computer systems and the 
technology behind them, there should have been more of a breakdown than there was, 
and [I wonder] why there wasn't, and I have not yet been able to find anybody who 
could explain why it didn't, why there [weren't] any malfunctions. 
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Cecil expressed similar feelings. "When January I came and went and very little seemed 

to be happening, it was a bit of a shock and a surprise to me. I thought there would be 

more failures than actually occurred." Mary wrote, "Still unsure how and why nothing 

seemed to happen. Very confusing." 

That Y2K failed to materialize often had a major impact on many of those who 

had been planning for a year or more for possible problems. Had all their time and effort 

been for naught? Based on my own experiences of being asked if I was disappointed that 

Y2K didn't happen, I included a question in the interview on this subject. Few liked the 

term "disappointed." "I breathed a sigh of relief, believe me, because I defmitely did not 

relish the idea of living in that sort of a world...No, I was more or less rejoicing," Homer 

remembered. For Ed, there was an element of being let down, and then confused, by the 

outcome. 

It was interesting, going through the different emotions as we passed through Y2K, 
the fact that you know, the millennial celebrations were pretty fim to watch around 
the world, we're all sharing this moment, the millennial moment, isn't it amazing, 
we're all humans, we're all part of one family, warm fuzzies and then, you know 
you're shocked that nothing, that Moscow is still there, London is still lit up, you 
know it's like, nothing's happening, we sort of drifted into this new century...it's 
almost like maybe, maybe it was divine intervention, almost this feeling of unreality 
given all of our, all of how we invested, all of the energy we invested, and then, and 
then disappointment that there wasn't a little more drama to confirm our fears. 

After largely buying into the idea that Y2K would happen all at once, or not at all, the 

early hours of January 1,2000 were often filled with mixed emotions." In the time that 

followed, participants seemed to divide into two groups: those that were glad and moved 

on, and those that were glad but confused. 
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Pam, for one, didn't care at all why Y2K hadn't happened as predicted. 

Why didn't we see those things happen? ...I have close friends in the tech industry 
who literally worked night and day repairing systems that apparently did not need to 
be repaired, ok? So I do not know why, and I don't believe it was God, or divine 
intervention [laughs], I don't believe God came down and cured all the computers, or 
aliens. Space aliens could have programmed all the computers or whatever, 1 don't 
subscribe to any of those theories right now, God knows I may eventually change my 
mind, but I just believe that even back in the 60s and 70s when people were doing the 
programming, somehow they knew not to, not to be complete idiots, you know, and 
to make it easy to fix when the time came, so I don't know, I don't know, a lot of 
information tech people seem almost baffled, as much as anybody else, they don't 
know why it didn't all crash, fall down around us. 

Having put Y2K behind her based on her belief that nothing happened, Pam was totally 

unconcerned with, and moreover, uninterested in the reasons why. "...I really do not 

care at this point. No, absolutely, I'm tired of it, it's totally behind me as far as I'm 

concerned." For her, it was enough that her family was safe and that she had gained 

knowledge about herself and how to make her life better. In his interview, George said 

that "apparently, the probability of something serious happening was way overstated." 

For those like Willie who continued to think about Y2K and reflect on what 

happened, there was - and still is - a search for explanations. These explanations run a 

wide gamut and seem to reflect the particular set of interests, concerns, and agendas with 

which each individual entered Y2K. For example, Ed was looking to Y2K as an exercise 

in global and local response capabilities. Could people pull together and work to solve a 

problem of an immense and complex nature? Would this working together be enough, or 

would there be elements out of human control? In his post-Y2K analysis, then, these 

ideas come through: 

" This was in spite of a strong theme among Y2IC activists and pundits of refuting the notion of a limited 
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I mean, thinking about, well, was it worth it, I definitely wouldn't have changed 
anything, probably. I probably would have done the same thing under the same 
circumstances. I mean, I think some of the intensity with which the job got done was 
due to the incredible pressure, I mean this was a problem that had to be solved, and in 
fact was solved, I think it's somewhat unprecedented that it happened in the way that 
it did, but that actually is good news, maybe our systems are more robust, systems 
being the combination of our technologies and the human systems that operate them 
and work with them, and so in a limited sense I think that we can come out of Y2K 
understanding that our ability to respond to something this complex has actually been 
tested and that we are able to organize ourselves in a way to, maybe some of the more 
complex problems that we face in the 21" century, we'll be able to deal with. 
Because we have gone through this Y2K. 

For Joe, his reasoning about Y2K predictions had less to do with issues particular to Y2K 

and more with his "traditional American" personal history and identification. "I think it 

just demonstrated, like war readiness or anything else, that the American people have an 

entrepreneurial spirit and when it looks like something could be a problem, they do what 

they need to do to gear up." 

A common explanation rested on the uncertainty behind Y2K from the beginning. 

"No one really knew what was going to happen and were just guessing," wrote Janelle, 

who, despite having posted news about Y2K-related failures on the listserv, had decided 

that nothing had happened. Tonya asserted that the reason the predictions didn't come 

true was that "there was no problem to begin with," despite having planned for Y2K by 

lying in supplies and getting out of debt. Responding to a question about whether Y2K 

might have been a hoax, Louise replied, 

I think there were a lot of opinions about something that no one was sure what would 
happen, and I think the people that were concerned that there is a possibility, [like 
myself, felt] there should be at least some way of informing people to take some 
personal responsibility...the important part was getting information to people so they 
could at least be a little self-determining in case there was a problem. 

time frame. 
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Believers often seemed to pair their conclusions about the outcome of Y2K - that 

nothing happened - with first-hand reports from contacts in the IT industry. For most of 

those I encountered, such contacts had been instrumental in bringing Y2K to their 

attention in the first place, and had kept them supplied with what they felt was more 

reliable or true information about the "real situation" during the years leading up to Y2K. 

Comparing their own impressions of Y2K problems with this insider information seemed 

to generate a fair amount of the conflict they felt over what had "really" happened. 

We also know from reports from programmers on the inside that it was absolutely a 
flat-out crisis inside many of these companies or organizations and people were, I 
mean it was hell that they had to go through to get all this work done. And of course 
now there are a lot of people who will say, well it wasn't necessary in the first place. 
And there's evidence for that. So the other thing that Y2K was in a way is a mystery. 
[Christopher] 

My judgment [about Y2K] was based on a lot of information that we had 
accumulated firom various sources, mostly through the Internet, and from people that I 
have a lot of respect for, that seemed to be technologically aware, and seemed to have 
a good handle on how these things operate, so it was quite a surprise that there 
weren't more failures and more disruptions than we saw. [Cecil] 

The disconnect between these trusted sources of information and the outcome of Y2K 

was troubling, for in part it suggested that perhaps all the efforts toward fixing the 

computer date bug hadn't been necessary. However, Cecil echoed the thoughts of several 

when he noted that 

apparently the remediation efforts were much more effective than we had thought 
they would be. I think [the date bug] was a genuine concern, based on the facts as 
they were known, and so I think what we've seen probably justifies a great tribute to 
those who worked on solving the problem, because they seem to have done the job. 

In contrast to everyone else I interviewed. Kirk firmly believed that there had 

been major effects from Y2K, and that they were still being felt. 
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Let's say [Y2K was] the big boom that kinda happened, but actually no one ever 
really saw it...I think there was a lot of things that happened that people didn't 
actually see. [Q: Like what?] Well for example we're looking at it right now - the 
oil crisis. That's a big part of it. A lot of the refineries shut down because of Y2K 
and people just didn't know it. They weren't compliant and because of that they 
ended up shutting down and they used other excuses as to why they shut down, it was 
just kind of odd to have, like I think there was 10 to 12 refineries, major refineries, 
not in this country, but in other countries that shut down quote unquote because of 
mechanical problems. And that's a verified fact. So, I mean that's just one of the 
things that I'm talking about. And now it's affecting us. 

Homer said he thought it was possible that there had been more Y2K-related problems 

than had been reported. If that were true, it would be because of the media: 

Well I think...that once nothing happened on January I at 12:01, "the media" 
breathed a sigh of relief, ok, that's over with, next! So it was now a non-story, and it 
is a non-story because we have declared it a non-story, and we're not going to go 
back and say oh, we were wrong, it actually was a story, and now we've got egg on 
our face, so anything that might have come along [sweeping noises] we'll just sweep 
it under the rug, it becomes a non-thing. [Q: So you think it's entirely possible that 
there's things that we haven't been told about that have happened?] Oh yeah. I think 
that the only way that you're going to find out that is basically like, through the 
Intemet, through various newsletters and stuff like that, or networking with other 
Y2K groups that sprung up, and contacting those people directly, bypassing the media 
altogether. And that may sound conspiratorial, but so be it. As I said, whatever 
doesn't fit within their homogenized, corporate agenda, gets shoved to the 
side...because they've already declared it a non-story. 

Unlike Kirk, Homer was not very interested in pursuing the possibility that Y2K, was 

more than it had been made out to be. He was just glad it was over. "I'm not here to tell 

you why it happened, I'm just saying, whew, glad it didn't happen. But that's, I don't 

know, it's a good question, why did it all come together?" 

This sense of mystery reflects the depth to which believers embraced the 

possibilities of breakdown present in their construction of Y2K. Overall, believers seem 

to have accepted the full range of predictions, from small problems with isolated 

computers to social breakdown. Todd expected "mild worldwide recession;" Charli 
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noted that she "couldn't bear the tension of sitting around the house with a shotgun in my 

lap waiting for the lights to go out - if they actually stay on that long" on New Year's 

Eve. Homer, Cecil and Louise, and Ed all noted that they were prepared to "camp out" 

and be self-sufficient for at least a month. In this way, Y2K was for them an even greater 

non-event than it was in its mainstream construction, because their expectations for it 

were even greater. However, this does not mean that their historical understanding of 

Y2K as non-event was the same as that in the standard narrative, because they used an 

additional set of criteria to evaluate Y2K's outcome. Echoing a number of responses to 

my question, "Would you agree or disagree with the characterization of Y2K as a non-

event?" Ed noted that 

it was a big event, a lot of people were involved in thinking about it, working on it, 
analyzing it and fixing it. Both on the technical side and on the preparational side....I 
mean we really started thinking about contingency planing as something that maybe 
would be helpful as a tool. Maybe the stability of our environment, [of] the world, is 
not as good as we think it is, maybe we ought to be prepared for various 
contingencies and ...learn how to do those better, and so the fact that there was all 
that contingency planning happening was an important event, and has long-term 
benefits. Also, the economy did very well in '99,1 mean we had record growth rates 
...and that had to do with all the ...purchasing and expenditure around fixing Y2K, I 
mean, we spent an enormous [amount of money]...if it hadn't been done, I think it 
would have been a serious outcome, so I think it was demonstrated, early on, that 
Y2K as a software glitch was embedded in so many of our systems that if it wasn't 
fixed, the machines wouldn't work and there were enough cases to show that when 
they tried to simulate the date change, there were failures and we had to fix it ...so I 
mean the fact that...there weren't disruptions, means that they succeeded, they did a 
good job. I think that the basic attitude that we ought to have is that.. .it's a tribute to 
everyone's efforts that it worked out, that we didn't have any major problems, so in 
that sense it's a non-event, I mean...as I said, we overestimated the scale of the 
problem, we underestimated the efficiencies of solution that developed, but it was by 
no means a non-event, it was a big deal. 

010100 

In this chapter, I have explored how Y2K believers created an alternate 
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understanding of Y2K, using the themes of technology, preparedness, transformation, and 

Y2K as mystery. This alternate construction shares some characteristics with the 

standard narrative outlined in the last chapter, because as members of the same society as 

"the public" which developed that standard narrative, believers share some of the same 

elements of frame. For example, in the last section on Y2K as mystery I showed that 

most of these believers used the same time and occunence parameters to determine 

whether Y2K happened. Yet the key difference between how believers approached Y2K 

and how it was constructed in the mainstream lies in several areas in which the frames are 

not the same. Technology is one of these; in my discussion I explored how believers 

were more concerned with what they see as a runaway relationship between humans and 

technology, than with the simple cause-and-effect technological relationship seen in the 

standard narrative. By not sharing entirely the same frame, the construction of Y2K as 

created by the believers was sufficiently different than that created in the mainstream. 

Believers felt largely shut out of this dominant construction, which did not allow for the 

legitimization of their experiences. For them, Y2K was an event, having significant 

impacts on their lives and offering a time for reflection on both their personal situations 

and the conditions of the world. 
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CONCLUSIONS: 

AFTERTHOUGHTS, 
NEXT STEPS 

OlOlOO 

I began this text with "entries" from a mental journal that I have been keeping 

these last four years. In that period of time, Y2K has come and gone - or rather, almost 

come, and gone. Perhaps all writers go through what I have, a strange kind of time warp 

as they immerse themselves in data and experiences that cover what feels like a long time 

span. In some ways, this project has been with me for nearly twice as long as I have been 

in graduate school. Meanwhile, the rest of the worid has moved on, while I have worked 

to make sense of this experience that has been considered over by all accounts for more 

than a year. Yet it was not that long ago, only a few months, that I wrapped up my last 

interview, and I found throughout these interviews a keen interest in reflecting on what 

happened. Y2K meant something to those to whom I was talking; it was not a non-event. 

In this work, I have had two major arguments, both revolving around the concept 

of understanding what Y2K was. I began with the notion that Y2K was about more than 

a date "bug" that was the result of a computer programming decision 40 years ago. I 

based this on the idea that bugs are common enough, and coupled that notion with 

evidence from my interviews that Y2K believers, as I called them, seemed to have had 

different experiences of Y2K than did the majority of people. That is, there was a 

decided bias toward calling Y2K a "non-event" in the press and in conversations I was 
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hearing around me. These conversations were dismissals of Y2K, and often included 

people denying they had ever been concerned about it at all. That in itself struck me as 

strange - why would they care? Interviews only reinforced my impression that 

something more was going on than just the failure of an overhyped potential event. I 

found that believers' experiences of Y2K were meaningful to them, and continued to 

have meaning even after a year. They largely disagreed with the characterization of Y2K 

as a non-event. 

With these sets of evidence in mind, 1 posited two ideas. First, Y2K was a 

construction, and as such, was dependent upon the contexts within which those assigning 

meaning to it existed. From Bijker's (1995) model of how technologies come to have 

meaning, I borrowed the concept of "firames" to explain this idea. Frames, a jumble of 

goals, ideas, environmental contexts, and so forth, govern the meanings possible for an 

artifact - in this case Y2K. Taking Pfaffenberger's (1992) idea of a standard narrative, I 

used interviews with non-believers and secondary data from media coverage, government 

documents, and Y2K literature to reconstruct the standard narrative of Y2IC. In this view, 

Y2K was a deterministic cause-and-effect relationship between the date bug and 

computers. This narrative explained that Y2K was the result of this relationship, which 

could be remedied with proper action, but which might cause problems. Prudent people 

should plan for a few days of difficulties following the turn of the new year, when the 

narrative said Y2K problems would happen. This time parameter was coupled with a set 

of expectations about what these problems would be, thus setting up a very narrow set of 

markers for the realization of Y2K. This part of the narrative was pre-2000, before the 
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time frame during which Y2K would happen, if at all. During this time there was 

sufficient uncertainty about the outcome of Y2K to allow for concern, and (to some 

extent) for alternate constructions. While some said Y2K would be no big deal, others 

thought the world would end. With no one sure, only the most extreme viewpoints were 

heavily marginalized. 

In the post-2000 narrative, this flexibility disappeared. Y2K became fixed as a 

non-event, resulting from the fact that the expected markers of its occurrence were not 

met. With the outcome known, the uncertainty was gone and judgments could be passed 

as to the legitimacy of previous impressions. The rush to denial that I had earlier 

observed was explained through this reworking of the past as it was fixed as history. 

That is, when Y2K failed to materialize, it was clear those who said it was no big deal -

those who weren't concerned - had made the correct judgment during the pre-2000 

period. They had faith in the systems in place to mediate between technology and 

society, and knew that the problem would be taken care of Those who had been 

concerned were liable to be labeled technophobes for tlieir demonstrated lack of faith. In 

the context in which this construction was created, this was serious. 

In order to explain this construction, I spent a significant portion of Chapter Two 

exploring five elements of the frame within which it had been created. Each contributed 

in some fashion to the ways in which the date bug had been received, interpreted, and 

responded to. Attributes of technology like complexity and hiddenness distanced users 

firom technologies like computing and fostered an environment in which experts were the 

mediators across these gaps. These attributes, especially the inherent instability present 
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in large technological systems, made the threat contained within Y2K plausible, even 

while hiding them from most people. Ideologies of technology led people to a strong 

faith in technology and in Americans' ability to control it, leading the standard narrative 

to reflect this faith through the notion that Y2K could be handled through remediation of 

the date bug. Further, such faith shuns those who do not fully embrace technology, 

labeling its questioners technophobes and, 1 think, contributing to the post-Y2K rush to 

denial. 

While not directly related to technology, three other elements of the frame within 

which Y2K was constructed were also highlighted in this discussion. Millennial fever, a 

symptom not just of fear but also generalized excitement, lent an aura both of hype and of 

negative associations with doomsday cults and other "wackos" to predictions surrounding 

Y2K. Looking at another era-bound aspect of the frame, 1 argued that Y2K might be 

thought of as the quintessential issue of a time marked by characteristics both of 

modernity and postmodemity. Before its closure as a non-event, Y2K was postmodern -

a problem of information, of ambiguity, of networking. After its closure, it was modem -

the triumph of efficiency, rationality (not being afhiid, working in a controlled and 

planned manner) and ultimately, of technology's triumph. Finally, I explored how 

structures of the "risk society" dictated only one possible response to Y2K: that it could 

be fixed. Echoing Beck's (1992) arguments that contemporary society has no 

mechanisms for coping with the risk inherent in high technologies, I noted that the 

"dogma of technological infallibility" was applied to Y2K: it can't happen because (we 

don't believe) the technology is capable of such destruction. 
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The second argument of this work dovetails with and supports the first. Based on 

the data collected through fieldwork and interviews with believers, I argued that there 

were meanings and experiences of Y2K broader than what was reflected in the standard 

construction. Believers had a different understanding of Y2K that tended to adopt some 

aspects of the standard narrative and reject others. I posited that this was due to these 

individuals operating out of a somewhat different fi^e, which gave them different tools 

for understanding the meaning of Y2K. To demonstrate this, I presented experience-near 

data on five themes present in believer narratives. I explored how believers negotiated 

with the standard construction, both before and after Y2IC, as their views were 

increasingly marginalized. Moving to technology, an issue where believer construction 

was rather different than the standard narrative, I showed how while they also adopted 

the standard cause-and-effect view of technology and Y2K, they put greater emphasis on 

the distance between users and technologies and on the depth of unexamined adoption of 

these technologies. In a discussion of preparedness, I examined the idea present in 

believer narratives that Y2K was an opportunity to grow personally and to foster such 

growth among communities. Far firom being the panicked canned-food-buying 

individuals that they were often portrayed as, these believers were seeking a more 

sustained and permanent kind of preparation that would leave them "resilient" to crisis. 

This discussion led into an exploration of the transformative power evident in Y2K, as it 

had significant impact on these individuals' lives. Finally, I demonstrated that far from 

uniformly accepting that Y2K had been a non-event and moving on, many of these 

believers were left with a bewildering sense of Y2K as mystery. 
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If the reader takes away nothing else from this text, they should take away this; 

Y2K was a construction. It was about far more than the date bug. Rather, it was a 

complex interplay of meanings and reactions contingent upon the time, culture, and 

people that were determining its meaning. While in its closure and fixing as history, the 

multiplicity of meaning present in Y2K prior to 2000 disappeared, this by no means 

should indicate that experiences of Y2K were uniform, or that everyone shared the view 

that it was a non-event. 

What Really Happened? 

Several people who gave of their time to be interviewed for this project dearly 

wished me answer the question that titles this section - what really happened? I am 

afraid that the work I have produced will disappoint in this regard. I know that my 

argiunents about how Y2K was constructed as a non-event will not, on the surface, 

answer this question. 

What they were seeking was an explanation of why the predictions that they so 

heavily researched and interrogated mostly seem not to have come true. It's a valid 

question. These people are well-educated, thoughtful individuals, accustomed to relying 

on their abilities to think critically, weigh evidence, ask questions, and come to reliable 

conclusions. To have their faith in these abilities shaken by the seeming failure of their 

judgment about Y2K is surely disturbing to them, as was clear during our interviews. 

They were also just simply confused. In their evaluation, things should have gone wrong. 
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They weren't disappointed to be wrong, but they did not understand why they were. Had 

everything they and others done been for nothing? Or had, in fact, their efforts helped 

bring about that ending? If that were the case - if it hadn't been for them and others like 

them, things would have been much different - why weren't there more problems in 

areas of the world where there was not the same response? 

I can, however, offer some things to think about in regard to these questions. The 

first is to reiterate that the social construction of Y2K was that it was a non-event. In 

order for this construction to be upheld, it must be the case that nothing happened. In the 

risk society in which we live, the potential of technological disasters like Y2K must be 

denied in order for the system to maintain itself. Their reality is too crushing to be 

supported, else we are faced with the imperative to question the technologies in our 

midst. Such questioning would go counter to traditions on which the country is founded, 

but more importantly against the technological system. The system is not likely to give 

up without a fight; it has power and momentum that can only be dissipated through a long 

and deliberate process (Perrow 1984). It would take much more than a largely unrealized 

technological threat to dislodge either this system or our faith in it. Hence, Y2K was a 

non-event and will stay that way. 

The second observation I want to offer is that it isn't really the case that nothing 

happened. Nothing big enough happened. That is, nothing big enough happened to meet 

the criteria that had already been set regarding what Y2K would be (again, the strength of 

the construction is apparent). Moreover, we must remember that technology is an all-

good/all-bad proposition, with the bias being towards seeing technology as all good. It 
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takes a great deal to swing the pendulum the other way. Had Y2K lived up to the 

potentials evident during 1999, this likely would have happened and we would have seen 

at least some serious wider cultural conversation about the role of computers in modem 

life. 

For the record, things did happen. The date bug was real; it just didn't cause what 

was expected. Problems were not isolated to New Year's Eve. For example, July 1999 

rollover tests in Pueblo, CO, showed that its 911 system would not work past the rollover 

(Hyatt 1999), while in California, a test at a sewage plant prompted a computer to shut a 

gate, spilling four million gallons of sewage into a local park and surrounding streets 

(CBS2.com 1999). Most of the date-related problems, however, did occur in the days 

surrounding the year rollover: 

In Shawnee County, KS, a computer-aided dispatch system used by law enforcement 
had to be replaced due to date problems. The system tracks officer location and 
availability, as well as helping dispatchers keep track of regular check-ins with 
officers on high-risk calls. (Appelhanz 2000) 

A credit card billing system of the Texas Association of Realtors double-billed users 
for purchases due to a date glitch. The association noted that this happened to several 
national credit card systems. (TAR 2000) 

An Information Week survey of 3,243 people, including 2,083 IT professionals, 
found that about 30% of people had experienced date bug computer problems by the 
end of the first week of January. While most of the glitches were termed 
insignificant, about 16% caused brief service interruptions and 4% caused significant 
interruptions. (Greenemeier 2000) 

The Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco and Firearms encountered a problem in its firearms 
licensing and registration software that required it to do all processing by hand 
because of a misread date. (NRA-ILA 2000) 

The Federal Reserve Bank of Chicago experienced some glitches in transferring 
certain funds on January 3, the first business day after New Year's. Also in Chicago 
on the same day, a bank had to temporarily halt electronic Medicare payments to 
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certain hospitals and health-care providers. (Wall Street Journal 2000) 

In Albany, NY, a customer returning a movie to a video store was hit with a $91,250 
late fee as computers showed the tape was 100 years late. Meanwhile, in Oak Ridge, 
TN, computers at the Oak Ridge National Laboratory's nuclear-weapons plant were 
temporarily unable to conununicate with the lab's headquarters. The ramifications 
were unspecified, but operations were not affected. (Associated Press 2000) 

For two hours on New Year's Eve, the United States lost all information from spy 
satellites that photograph the Middle East and Russia. The information was lost 
because computers on the ground were unable to translate the transmissions. (Dube 
2000, Hess 2000) 

This last item raises an interesting issue in regard to failures. The satellite failure 

actually resulted not from a date problem, but from a failed "patch" or date fix (Hess 

2000). In my research I found evidence that there were just as many, if not more, failures 

due to new systems installed to avoid the date bug, than to bugs themselves. An extended 

analysis of the "reality" of Y2K would need to examine whether these problems should 

be considered part of it. If so, their addition would significantly increase the scope of 

impact. Moreover, a thorough consideration of the scope of date-related failures would 

also have to account for the difficulty of tracking reports through sources other than the 

media. In my research I encountered reports of the same glitches in numerous locations. 

For example, the above video store example was found in three different articles within 

just a few minutes of searching. 

There is one question hanging that troubles me as much as it did these 

participants. In countries as computerized as the U.S., like Britain, there was not as great 

a mobilization in response to the date bug. As far as we were able to judge (an estimation 

based largely on government reporting), efforts at remediation in these countries were not 

proportional to those in the U.S. Yet, the ratio of repercussions seems to be about what it 
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was in the U.S. This raises the question, why? If countries that did less or nothing to 

prepare for Y2K had the same outcome as the U.S., which spent billions (including 

expenditures of multinational corporations based in the U.S. to fix their international 

systems), does that mean that Y2K did not require the response that it received here? 

Was it really all for naught? 

If we deconstruct this question, it reinforces my argument about the constructed 

nature of Y2K. The evidence suggests that, as a technical problem, the date bug probably 

did not require the response that it received in order to mitigate failures. Other countries 

did much less remediation and sailed through the rollover - all of it, from mid-1999 to 

mid-2000 and beyond - with as few problems as did the U.S. As a social problem, 

however, one that was particular to the U.S. at that moment, perhaps it did require the 

response it received. Throughout this work, I have argued that Y2K was about more than 

the date bug. It was the sum of a universe of contexts, structures, and reactions around 

the bug, which all were drawn from a particular frame to construct a meaning for the 

entirety. This meaning is Y2K. As such, it is context-specific. That is, the particular 

way in which it was constructed was predicated on the frame out of which those who 

constructed it operate. As I demonstrated in Chapter Three, changing elements of this 

frame changes the meaning of Y2K, because it was understood differently by different 

groups. 

What might this mean in terms of the international experience of the date bug and 

Y2K? Europeans have long had a much more ambivalent relationship with technology 

than have Americans (Glenny 2001, Kasson 1976, Marx 1964). For them, the possibility 
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of technological failure is a more routine consideration; in this way, it provokes more 

concem but less panic. Conversation about these risks is ongoing. It is normalized, in a 

way that the American system, with its faith in technology, could not manage. Europeans 

seemed to find much less to conjecture about in terms of date bug repercussions (e.g. 

Wyllie 1999, Jones 1999). There was even the suggestion that "Y2K" was an American 

term not entirely shared by Europeans (e.g. Lean 1999); in some newspaper reports one 

finds American concem over Y2K. depicted as overexaggeration (see previous 

references). In the U.S., however, a vigorous technical response to Y2K was a 

requirement of maintaining the American faith in technology. Doing less was not an 

option, because doing less would mean that America had lost its conviction that it can 

control technology through technology and technical expertise. This follows from the 

notion that the ways in which Y2K was understood and in which Americans reacted to it, 

were drawn from the elements of frame as outlined in Chapter Two. 

The answer to the question, was the American response to Y2IC culturally 

required, seems quite likely yes. Personally, I am concerned about this possibility. The 

failure of Y2K to materialize seems only to have reinforced dependency on and faith in 

computing systems and technology in general. This failure provided a reassurance that 

experts closest to these systems were capable of protecting us firom danger; we should 

accept their assurances and continue to be distanced from the systems and their 

ramifications. Like some of those I interviewed, I think dodging this bullet bodes ill for 

the future. It forms, as Christopher called it, a "missed opportunity" to get face-to-face 

with technology. Further, like these individuals, I doubt that this is the last opportunity 
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we will have to confront these issues. 

An Isolated Phenomenon? 

Speaking about the necessity of legislation to protect against "frivolous" Y2K-

related lawsuits, U.S. Senator Robert Bennett (1999:12) said, "Since Y2K is a unique 

experience, there will be no future similar circumstance to be warned against and 

prevented against." Although Senator Bennett gained respect among Y2K activists for 

his efforts to get both the U.S. government and its citizens to take Y2K seriously, his 

statement is incorrect. Y2K is not a unique experience. Y2K is not the only date-related 

problem expected in computer programming. Moreover, while it was perhaps the most 

publicized case of (potential) computer "failure" on such a large scale, it certainly has not 

been the only incident. Further, it is not likely to be the last. There are other examples of 

the risks involved in the conjunction of technology, society, policy, and individual action, 

which demonstrate that we have both already seen and can expect to see again some of 

the same issues and actions as occurred around the date bug. In this section, I review 

some correlates to Y2K as a prelude my concluding discussion on the lessons 

anthropologists can learn from Y2K. 

The next potential date crisis comes soon, in the relative scheme of things -

January 18,2038, to be exact (Jones 1998, Painter 1998).' This is when internal date 

codings in the UNIX and C programming langiiages will expire. Each uses a system of 
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counting the number of seconds since January 1, 1970. The four-digit storage 

mechanism for this count will roll over to zero in 2038. which (like the millennium bug) 

may cause problems for systems using these languages. UNIX systems may roll over 

either to December 13,1901, or to January 1,1970. Like the millennium bug, fixing this 

issue in UNIX programming will in many cases require vendor support, but again like the 

millennium bug, many programs have outlasted the vendors that created them. As this 

potential is still 40 years away, "almost no one is paying any attention...even though it 

will be a problem of the same magnitude as the...year 2000 problem" (Jones 1998:22). 

After 2038 comes 2100, when the century changes again. It would be difficult to 

argue that all the practices and contexts that contributed to the creation of the 2000 date 

bug are totally gone. Even some professionals (e.g. McDermott 1998) have suggested 

that there is little reason to fix all the problems related to 2000, since (at the time he was 

writing) these would soon be once again issues for the future. While the 2000 date 

bug led to an improvement in professional and industr>- practices in IT (Braithwaite 2000, 

Coates 2000), not everything has been fixed. Indeed, the seeming success of the 

approaches taken to this bug generated complacency - or arrogance - about the problem. 

Should it arise again, this thinking goes, it will be no big deal to handle it. This assumes, 

however, that the approaches taken "cured" the bug, and not, as international evidence 

suggests, that the bug was not as bad as some thought. This also assumes that Y2K was 

only about the bug, and as I have argued, that is not the case. 

Threats to the world's computing systems come not only fi*om date issues. In the 

' One wonders if date-crisis predictions will become like end-of-the-world predictions, with various cults 
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last several years there have been a number of incidents of computer viruses and hacker 

attacks that have caused serious disruptions. In 2000, a year that was supposed to start 

off with computer meltdown, it was a virus that actually made the meltdown happen (or 

mostly, anyway). A virus is probably the most often feared threat in computing and the 

hardest to defend against. Essentially, viruses are small programs designed to be self-

replicating and to perform some action: shut down a system, erase a hard drive, send 

itself to every email address in an online address book, corrupt files. Every month, 

antivirus researchers find 150 to 200 new ones "in the wild," or on the loose and capable 

of infecting any computer (Finley 1995). 

The "ILOVEYOU" virus started in the Phillipines in early 2000 but spread around 

the world in just a few days by exploiting known weaknesses in Microsoft Outlook^, a 

very commonly-used calendar and email program. The damage, in wiped-out hard 

drives, junk email, lost productivity, and network administrator overtime, was estimated 

at $15 billion worldwide (Ward 2000:E2). Like the date bug, widespread implicit 

standardization on a few programs like Outlook" makes computer populations vulnerable. 

A virus that exploits weaknesses in a common system can travel easily throughout 

networks, replicate quickly, and infect millions of nodes on that system. The dangers are 

easy to see in parallels among living populations, where lack of genetic diversity 

threatens isolated or small populations precisely because of vulnerability to disease. In 

fact, it was suggested (Kuttner 2000) that Microsoft's use of two-digit dates in its DOS 

operating system was largely responsible for the scope of the computer bug at the heart of 

(perhaps of individual computing systems or programming languages) assigning dates and then, like Y2K 
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Y2K. This kind of vulnerability is an issue that's yet to be addressed, and certainly won't 

be solved by antitrust actions against Microsoft. 

Human populations have already experienced risk from computing systems. In 

my research I encountered several times the story of the Therac-25 radiation machine, 

which was used to treat tumors (Rawlins 1996, MacKenzie 1996, Jacky 1996).* This 

machine had a small programming irregularity, such that when several steps were taken 

in an albeit unlikely sequence by the operator, the machine would malfunction and 

deliver a high dose of radiation where only a low dose was required. This malfunction, 

which was both programmed into the system and triggered by human action, killed 

several people before it was fmally corrected. The lapse between the realization of 

failure and repair was due in large part to the time and geographical distance between 

them, which prevented them from being readily connected. In his chapter on "computer-

related accidental death," MacKenzie (1996) notes that there is no systematic collection 

of examples like the Therac<25 deaths, such that fixing the degree of risk associated with 

computer error is extremely difficult. His research suggests that through 1992, there 

were 1,100 computer-related deaths.^ 
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adherents, scrambling for an explanation if their predictions fail to come true. 
* In fact, the way the story is told in all three volumes is remarkably similar, which raises the question of 
inbreeding among academic texts. 
' He calculates a margin of error of +!-1,000, due in large part to the deaths that occurred in medical 
settings (where it is difficult to know if the patient would have lived had there not been a computer error) 
and the human factor. Of the 1,100 deaths, he attributes 48 to physical causes like electromagnetic 
interference with computer operation; 30 to software error as with the Therac-2S; and the rest to some 
combination of human-computer interaction. 
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Consider further that Y2K-like situations are not limited to computing 

technologies. In early 2001, the state of California began experiencing rolling blackouts 

due to a severe electric power shortage. Since the state deregulated its electric utilities in 

1996, there had been continuous wammgs that its declining power generation abilities, 

coupled with price pressures, would lead to such a crisis. Both state officials and 

citizens, however, ignored the warnings, such that "the rolling blackouts...blindsided 

.. .many people and businesses" and no one was prepared (Bryant 2001:45). 

The parallels between the power crisis in California and Y2K predictions are 

striking. First, like the money-saving progranmiing shortcut that lies behind Y2K, 

California's current experience started from the demands of "clients." In this case, the 

clients were California companies, which saw an energy surplus in 1996 and started 

demanding lower energy rates, contributing to the deregulation push. Second, state 

officials had warnings almost from the beginning that their deregulation strategies could 

have serious repercussions, but they did not heed them. Between 1988 and 1998, 

generating capacity in the state declined S%, while power consimiption rose 15%. It 

spiked another 7% between 1998 and 2000 (Samuelson 2001). Governor Gray Davis was 

blamed for "inaction and missed steps" and for "refusing to acknowledge that the mess 

was self-inflicted - deregulating one end of the energy supply chain while controlling the 

other" (Houston Chronicle 2001). Third, financial doom as a result of the power crisis 

was predicted. Economists suggested that the combination of the economic slowdown 

that struck at the end of 2000 and the rolling blackouts might bankrupt, or at least 

seriously damage, companies at the head of the technology-driven boom that fueled 
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California's growth throughout the 1990s. In turn, damages to these companies could 

"conceivably filter through the entire economy" (UCLA economist Bradford Cornell 

quoted in Bryant 2001:45). Small businesses were seen as most likely to go first, given 

their limited ability to weather business slowdowns. Fourth, it was predicted that 

countless lawsuits would result from "so many lives disrupted and threatened in countless 

ways" (46). By early 2001, the city of San Francisco had already filed suit against a 

dozen energy companies. Finally, like Y2K, the energy crisis had its naysayers. After 

running through a recitation of California's economic successes in recent years, one 

editorialist wrote, "All that, and now it could go to hell by simply trying to keep the 

refngerators running?" (Streisand 2001:24). 

While the California power crisis was not computer-related, like Y2K it was 

related to the interplay of technology, policy, individual human action, and society. Y2K 

certainly had its predecessors in the negative interaction of these forces, like the 

Challenger explosion and the meltdown at Chernobyl. Given the similarities of Y2K and 

the California energy crisis, it is not out of the question that we can expect to see more of 

these issues in the future, despite sentiments like those of Senator Bennett quoted at the 

outset of this section. As we saw in the last chapter, some Y2K believers argued that 

Y2K was a "dry run" or test for other issues that the international community will face in 

the coming years, which will also threaten the stability of global systems and individual 

livelihoods. In the consideration of several believers that I interviewed, this test was 

largely failed. For them, then, part of the meaning of Y2K was as an opportunity to 

learn and prepare for the next time - and there will be a next time. 
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Lessons Learned/Further Work 

There is, as I have been so frequently reminded throughout this research and 

especially throughout the writing process, much more to say than time or space or sanity 

to say it. There are a number of areas that I have had to leave out of this work for either 

lack of time or lack of data, which I feel would be as fruitful for investigation as those I 

have been able to include. 

The federal government, the media, and large corporations clearly played a role in 

framing Y2K and defrning its meanings and boundaries. The repeated emphasis of non-

believers was that government and corporations would take care of the problem; this 

echoed the messages being relayed from these institutions to the American public through 

the media. This assurance with which people were treating Y2K was a source of much 

frustration among believers. Ed Yourdon, a leading Y2K activist and pundit, effectively 

"resigned" this post in mid-1999, in large part due to the indifference he continued to 

encounter. 

I simply feel Tve done everything I can do to raise the alarm about Y2K...I could 
continue doing the same thing, over and over again, but I would be repeating 
myself...those whose opinion and outlook are incompatible with mine would shake 
their head in disbelief, just as they have for the past four years...those who are 
optimistic are ever more convinced.. .because they see a steady stream of upbeat press 
releases and government status reports. 

Further research on the issues of trust and credibility could also be conducted on 

this data. There is a striking disconnect between believers and non-believers in the level 

of trust placed in these sources and how their credibility was evaluated. Non-believers 



244 

told me that they felt they had no reason to distrust institutions like utilities when they 

claimed to be ready for Y2K, while believers worked to ferret out what they considered 

the "real truth" behind these claims, never taking them at face value. Listserv members 

regularly posted bulletins about things like FEMA's advisory to prepare for three days of 

difficulties, just so they could scoff at them. For researchers interested in the Internet, 

this data could prove useful in that believers tended to use the Internet as their main 

source of information. Here they felt they could find more reliable and "truthful" data, 

especially in the form of leaked information, independent research, and insider 

perspectives. For example, a secretary at a power plant became the listserv's resident 

expert on the energy industry. Moreover, the issue of trust is raised in data that shows 

believers valued insider information, especially when it came from personal sources, over 

"expert" opinions broadcast through mainstream media outlets. This was true even when 

the information was second- or third-hand, or even unattributable. 

When I went back to this research in 2000,1 initially intended to include a study 

of what happens to communities of practice, like Internet listservs formed around Y2K, 

when the practice at their core disappears. Preliminary consideration of this subject 

showed that as 2000 neared, many community organizations were beginning to 

disintegrate, as members left to pursue their personal preparations. In mid-1999 Ulrich 

(1999) wrote that "the Y2K community movement is losing steam and needs your 

support." Personal preparations were not the only source of these difficulties; apathy, 

"Y2K fatigue," and a growing feeling that the outcome might not be so bad also 

contributed to the decline in interest. Of those I interviewed, I found that about half kept 
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in touch with social networks developed during Y2K preparations. However, many of 

these were networks that had been in place prior to the individual becoming concerned 

about Y2K. 

Finally, in the above section on "what really happened," I raised the possibility 

that the response the date bug received in the U.S. was distinctly American, making Y2K 

a mostly American construct. This would follow from my argument about contingency 

of the Y2K construction upon the conditions present in contemporary American society. 

An interesting extension - as well as test - of this work would be to conduct a similar 

review of how Y2K was understood in other sociocultural contexts. I noticed in my 

media reviews that British newspapers made reference to the term "Y2K" being 

particularly American (Lean 1999). Curious, I made a brief survey and found a pattern of 

using "millennium bug" rather than "Y2K" to refer to the computer date problem (see, 

for example, Wyllie 1999, Jones 1999, The Independent 1999). While this is not 

sufRcient evidence for this argument, it does suggest that it warrants investigation. 
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What can anthropologists and other social researchers take away from this work? 

As I noted in the introductory chapter, I encountered a good deal of skepticism about the 

value of this work while I was conducting the research. I suggested then that this 

skepticism stems in part from the role of technology in the construction of Y2K, as well 

as from an inability to step out of the bounds of this construction. This work, then, stands 

as a reminder that the act of withdrawing from one's preconceptions is worthwhile. 



246 

Although this is a tenet of anthropology, practitioners still seem to have difficulty doing it 

in their own culture or in the everyday context. 

In terms of theory, this work may be used to supplement researches on the social 

construction of technology, for although Y2K was itself not a technology, in its 

mainstream construction it was about technology. Further, it adds to our understanding 

of how disasters, or potential/averted disasters, work to expose the "arrangements" of 

society as people struggle to make sense of and assign meaning to these events. Like 

other disasters, Y2K was a point of "discourse convergence," where a variety of 

narratives come together in a single event. This both highlights each individually and 

demonstrates how they work together. Such cases are fruitful when we look for parallel 

interactions, as I have done in the above discussion of Y2IC as an isolated issue. As I 

argued, there are both other computer-related problems and other technological problems 

that share characteristics with Y2K, and which undoubtedly will play off some of the 

same cultural discourses as did Y2K. Y2K is a harbinger of things to come; as such this 

work is a reminder to other researchers to heed passing events that may seem laughable 

on first glance. 



247 

APPENDIX A 

INTERVIEW SCHEDULE 

OlOlOO 

Background Information 
• What is your occupation? 

• What is your age? 

• What is your family status? (single/married, wth children, etc.) 

• Where do you live? 

• How would you describe Y2K? What was it? What did it mean? Is it over? 

Pre-Y2K 
• When did you first hear about Y2K? From what source? What was your first 

reaction? 

• When did you begin to plan for Y2K? What plans did you make? 

• What sources of information on Y2K did you use? Why were those good sources? 

• How did fiiends and family react? What about your neighbors, community members, 
church members? 

• Did you seek out others also concerned about Y2K? How? Who did you find? 

• What role did these other people/groups play in your life during your planning? 

• What did you think about how the mainstream media treated Y2K? How do you feel 
about their coverage of Y2K since 1/1/00? 

• Who/What groups did the most to help people become aware of and get ready for 
Y2K? The least? Why? 
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Post-Y2K 

• What did Y2K mean to you - what impacts did it have on your life? Why? 

• Do you continue talk to others about Y2K? Why or why not? 

• Since the New Year, have you followed Y2K-related news? What are your sources? 
Why do you consider those sources trustworthy? 

• Most people believe Y2K predictions didn't come true. Do you agree or disagree? 
Why? 

If agree, why do you think these predictions did not come true? 
If disagree, why do you think people believe this? 

• Some people asked me after New Year's if I was disappointed that "nothing 
happened." Have similar things happened to you? If so, how did you handle it? 

• Do you keep in touch with anyone you met through Y2K groups? 

• Would you agree or disagree with the characterization of Y2K as a "non-event" - in 
other words, something that was made a big deal over for nothing? Why or why not? 
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APPENDIX B 

INTERVIEW PARTICIPANTS 

OlOlOO 

Joe is a S9-year-old retired college professor and farmer living in Missouri. He 
considered himself "middle of the road" on Y2K, made some moderate provisions 
including food, water, and power, and did only a small amount of Y2K networking. By 
the end of 1999, he felt the date rollover would be mostly without incident. 

Cecil is a 64-year-old retired college professor and author living in Arizona. He was 
active in the Tucson Y2K group as an organizer, which followed his commitment to 
community economic development. With his partner, Louise, his planning process 
included food storage, water storage, and preparations for long-term camping, including 
purchasing a travel trailer. 

Ed is a 51-year-old consultant and civic activist living in Arizona. He was active in the 
Tucson Y2K group as an organizer, and in his community as an activist. His plans 
included installing cisterns for waters, building a food storage unit, buying portable 
toilets, and stocking up on food and camping supplies. He was primarily interested in the 
economic and community organization aspects of Y2K. 

Willie is a 51-year-old researcher and health care administrator living in Arizona. His 
primary interest in Y2K was conmiunity preparation and education; he taught several 
classes on Y2K for small business owners. He made few plans because he didn't think 
personal preparations were useful; by the end of 1999, he felt Y2IC would not amount to 
much. 

Christopher is a 54-year-old author and publisher living in Arizona, who also leads 
personal development workshops. The aspects of Y2K of interest to him were 
community preparation and organization, and building networks and behaviors to sustain 
humanity through coming challenges like global warming. His personal preparations 
were fairly limited; his energies were focused on his community. 

Mary is a 48-year-old healthcare ofGce manager living in California. Her primary 
interest in Y2K was personal preparation; she felt God had made her aware of Y2K so 
that she could learn new skills like gardening and make new friends. She planned for 
fairly significant disruptions and was confused by their failure to manifest. 
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Tonya is a 43-year-old housewife living in Louisiana. She focused on "new ways of 
thinking" that Y2K helped her to understand, like not being in debt, being self-reliant, 
and creating distance between her family and the federal government. She continues to 
talk to people about the lessons she learned during Y2K preparations and believes that the 
forces that created Y2K - as separate from the date bug - are still at work. 

Janelle is a 46-year-old social worker living in British Columbia, Canada. Her only 
interest in Y2K was personal preparation and safety; she networked on the Internet for 
this information. She was moderately concerned about possible problems. When the 
new year passed without incident, she put Y2K behind her and says she is no longer 
interested in these issues. 

George is a 49-year-old technical writer living in Washington. He also co-authored (with 
his wife) a community organization book for Y2K. For George, Y2K was a "wake-up" 
call to the multiple possibilities for disaster or disorder present in the world, and each 
individual's responsibility to plan accordingly. He built an underground storage unit that 
his family stocked with a full range of supplies for long-term survival. 

Pam is a 46-year-old nurse living in Arizona. She and her family planned for fairly long-
term difficulties, and for the possibility that they would need to support members of their 
community. Pam tried to organize neighbors, but was rebuffed. She is a self-professed 
"technophobe" who values self-reliance and who engages in alternative social practices 
like bartering. 

Homer is a "50-plus" small business owner living in Arizona. He was concerned about 
personal preparation and had planned to be self-sufficient for three months. As 
something of a conspiracy theorist. Homer felt Y2K was more serious than most knew, 
and had been covered up by the media. After Y2K, he wondered what had happened that 
we did not know about. 

Kirk is a 42-year-old retired paramedic and emergency planner living in New York. Kirk 
is committed to preparation on an on-going basis, and thus did not make any special plans 
for Y2K. However, he was expecting a significant period of difficulties, in part based on 
his experiences with government emergency planning and his network of "insider" 
contacts in various industries. He felt that Aere was more to Y2K than the general public 
had been told. 
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