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When Biz Stone, one ol the founders of Twitter®, tells the story behind his
impressive venture, he likes to use a picture of a flock of birds. The reason? As
Stone relates the story, he first appreciated the power of social media a few
yvears ago, when he watched a crowd $uddenlyarrive at a bar after exchanging
messages on a phone. That event, Stone says, helped him Lo understand how
social media enabled people to suddenly gather with unexpected speed and force.
To pul it another way, what 21" -century tools do is enable people to ‘flock’
together — around ideas, emotions, places or events. Hence that picture of birds,

Il is a powerful image, and it feels particularly relevant to New York right
now, Last weekend I waited anxiously, along with millions of other New York
residents, as the tropical hwrricane known as Irene raced along America’s East
Coast. In some senses the experience turned out to be far less dramatic than
many haddnitiatly/[eared:dhough the East Coast was attacked by powerful winds
and heavy rain, and there was terrible flooding, New York ilsc]f sullered far less
damage than predicted. DBefore the storm hit | moved out of my apartment.
which is next to the river, to stay with friends clsewhere. Bul my daughters and
I stept soundly during the night,

While Hurricane Irene might have spared New York in physical terms; the

i1l
experience was nonetheless striking, for reasons that Stone observes. In carlier

periods of my life, 1 have experienced moments of adrenaline-filled anxiety,
hiding in a hotel in the middle of a civil war, or isolated by snowstorms in a
remote military camp: Those occasions were marked Dby long periods of
boredom, interrupted by attacks of anxiely, since I was dependent on a radio or
telephone for news.

However. living in a hurricane in the age of social media faises anxiety to a

new level.

Wherever you sheltered in the city last week, there was almost no
i
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escape from the storm of information, debate and analysis flying around.

Television and radio offered non-stop reporting, which became  distinetly
hysterical,  The internet provided multiple tools to track the hurricane in real
time.  And as it approached, a storm of social media messages developed,
as New Yorkers ‘flocked' tlogether, trying to make ( A ) of events,
{Apparently, there were 36 times the number of Twitter messages per second
than there were during the civil war in Libya.)

Is this a good thing? IFrom a practical viewpoint, it might appear so. Some
of the messages on the ‘Irene” Twilter page were distracting or confusing. Many
others were informative: citizens tracked the path of the rain, and government
agencies sent out practical advice and updates. The office of Michael
Bloomberg, the mayor of New York, was particularly elficient and co-ordinated;
one could track almost all the events from their Twitter messages alone. ‘City
bridges may be closed’; “There are 78 hurricane centers and 8 special medical
centers across the City; ‘We are in the middle of the most dangerous period of
the storm: continue to remain indoors.’

Yol there was also a dark side to this ‘flocking’. A week after the event,
some political rivals have accused Mayor Bloomberg of overreaction. The
television reporting has been criticised. What also needs to be debated, however,
is whether this cyber ‘flocking’ heightened public emotion too. After all, the
more that people share their thoughts and fears in cvberspace, the more they
create echo chambers. To use another image, Hurricane Irene was producing an,
emotional ‘wind tunnel' last weekend, as news and moods {looded inte a small
space and moved back and forth between media outiets, over and over again.
This was addictive, but the intensive period of dehate was disturbing, too. And
while Bloomberg’s office was clearly determined to control (his storm of
information — and did so, in my view, with some ( B )—it faced a tough
challenge.  After all, fear spreads easily and social _media' are not really
controllable.
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There is no easy sohﬁion to this. Just before the storm began o affect New
York, the mayor's office warned by Twitter that the electricity could fail. If thal
had happened, it would have been fascinating to sec how New York would have
behaved if all those modern forms ol communication had stopped. Would people
have panicked? Would they have been happy (o rely on old-fashioned, battery-
powered radios [or news instead? Might that have been a relief?. No one knows,
One thing that is clear i;; that the impact of these emotional ‘wind tunnels’
requires more debate. T Hcy will stay with us long after the hurricane season is

(3)
past, and in far more places‘than New York,
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Why have social anxdeties increased so dramatically in many developed
countries over the last hall century, as one American psychologist's studies
suggest they have? Why does the “social evaluative threat’ seem so greal? A

e
reasonable explanation is the brealcup of (he settled communities of the past,

People used to grow up knowing, and being known by, maay of the same people
all their lives.  Although geographical mobility had been increasing [or several
generations, the last half century has seen a particularly rapid rise.

At the beginning of this period:il was still common for people — in rurat and
urban areas alike -—— never to have (ravelled much bevond the boundaries of their
immediate city or village community. Married brothers and sisters, parents and
grandparents, tended to remain living nearby and the community consisted of
pcople who had oflten known each other for much of their lives, DBul now that so
many people move [rom where they grew up, knowledge of neighbours tends to
be superficial or non-existent. People’s sense ol identity used to be rooted in the
community to which they helonged, in people’s real knowledge of each other, hut
now il is lost in the [acelessness of mass soviety.  Familiar faces have been
replaced by a constant flow of strangers. As a resull, who we are, identity itsell,
is endlessly open Lo question,

The problem is shown even in the dilficulty we have in distinguishing
between the concept of the ‘esteem’ in which we mziy or may not be held by
others. and our own self-esteem. The evidence of our sensilivily to M

2
cvaluative threat’, coupled with the American psychologist's evidence of long-

term rises in anxiety, suggests thal we may - — by the standards of any previous
sociely — have become highly sell-conscious, overly concerned with how we
appear to others, worried that we might come across as unaltractive, boring,
( A ) or whatever, and constantly {rying to manage the impressions we make.
And at the core of cur interactions with strangers is our concern at the social
judgements and evaluations they might make: how do they rate us, did we give a
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good account of ourselves? This insecurity is part of the modern psychological
condition.

Greater inequalily between people seems to heighten their social evaluation

anxictics by increasing the importance of social status,  Instead ol accepting
3
each other-as equalsion the hasis of our common humanity as we might in more

equal settings, measuring each other’'s worth hecomes more important as status

differences widen. We come (o see social posilion as a more important leature

ol a person's identity. Belween strangers it may often be the main [eatlure. As
Ralph Waldo Emerson, the nineteenth-century American philosopher, said, ‘Tt is
very certain that cach man carries in his eye the exact indication of his rank in
the immense scale of men, and we are always learning to read it.” Indecd,
psychological cxperiments suggest that we make judgements of cach other's
social status within the [irst few seconds of meeting. ( B ) first impressiqns

count, and ( B ) we feel social evaluation anxieties'
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When [ first began teaching in Japan, I met many students who were good
at English but afraid to talk to foreign people. I kept to think, "What good is it
being able to speak English if you're too shy to talk?” v

Being able lo lalk to strangers is a key social skill in our modern world. It's
an(zr;njoyable way lo meet people, to get information and to make friends. It’s
also a great way to practice foreign language skills.

English learners are often shy. That’s understandable. Many people begin
life shy but learn to grow out of il. I know I did. How do yvou overcome shyness?
Easy! By becofrgl)ing curious about others, by developing confidence, by finding
good role models and by lots of practice,

My role model was my father. As a shy kid grew up’in Canada, I was
amazed at how easily he could speak to anyone — t(izen complete strangers -—— in
restaurants, on airplanes, in parking lots and in movie theaters. [ was
impressing by how much he enjoyed talking to people and vowed to become like

{%Jhtm when [ grew up. Later, as a bd()jkpdtkel traveling in Europe, I realized that
being able to talk to strangers was vital for meeting local people and learning
about their cultures,

The basic lactics for talking to a stranger are easy to learn. First, you have
to start a conversation. The most common ways are to talk about the weather
(It’s hot today, isn't it?), ask a question (Excuse me. What time is it?) or make
a request (Excuse me. Is this seat taken?). Next, ask a few follow-up questions
to keep things gone (So, where ar({z) vou from? How do you like Japan?). Before

8
you know it, you'could be having a great conversation with an interesting person!
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IV Write 120 to 150 words of English about one of the topics below. Indicate the
number of the topic you have chosen. Also, indicate the nwunber of words you
have written at the end of the composition.

1 Tokyo is not representative of Japanese cullure. Do you agree or disagree?

2 1Is technology making human bheings more intelligent or less intelligent?

Why?

3 Ixplain how you think the world will be in the year 3000.
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1 What are the four kinds ol special items worn by a bride on her wedding
day?
2 Give 1]11‘@0 examples ol an item a bride will borrow from a {riend.

3 Where is (his tradition still observed?
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I How does Tast fashion differ [rom clothing designed by famous fashion

designers?

Why does the demand (or fast fashion continue to grow worldwide?

2

3 What is one of the biggest problems with Tast Tashion?
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