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prototype test that detects 15 genetic 
variants implicated in eight common 
health conditions, including diabetes, 
heart disease, high blood pressure, 
and lung cancer-all of which can be 
prevented or delayed by changes in 
lifestyle. But so far, only about 10 per
cent of those approached have chosen 
to take it. "We think they don't see 
themselves as particularly vulnerable;' 
says Colleen McBride, a scientist at the 
National Human Genome Research 
Institute and the study's leader. 

If healthy people got interested in 
genetic testing, they would probably be 
the group to benefit most. If they were 
found to be at high risk, they could try 

to prevent even the first sign of dis
ease. "Right now, we can't get on the 
radar screen of healthy, young individu
als because they don't see themselves as 
susceptible to diseases that occur later 
in life;' says McBride. But new genetic 
tests "might be the kick start they need 
to engage them in the process;' she says. 

"The more personal the risk is, the more 
likely they are to react to it." 

When I first learned about my ovvn 
risk for diabetes , I began exercising 
religiously and viewed white flour and 
sugar with suspicion, with the result 
that I dropped 30 pounds. Since then, 
my blood sugar tests have all been nor
mal. As a result, my vigilance waned. 
That's why I decided to order the test, 
which is almost as easy as buying a 
book from Amazon: a credit card and 
the time to answer a quick question
naire about family history and other 
risk factor are all it takes. I sent in my 
D A-coated swabs a few weeks ago 
and an1 awaiting my results. I realize 
that I'll need to keep exercising and 
eating right regardless, but I want to 
know anyway, partly out of curiosity-a 
positive result could explain my own 
lengthy family history of diabetes-and 
partly because I think that for me, a 
positive result will provide extra moti
vation. Every little bit counts. iill 

Emily Singer is the biotechnology and life sci
ences editor e

f

Technology Review. 
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The Talk of the Town: You 
Rethinking privacy in an immodest age. 

By Mark Williams Pontin 

E
arlier this year, New York mag
azine published a long piece 
called "Say Everything." Sub

titled "Kids, the Internet, and the End 
of Privacy: The Greatest Generation 
Gap Since Rock and Roll;' the piece 
breathlessly revealed that about 60 per
cent of modern American youth already 
have their biographical details and 
images online at MySpace, Facebook, 
You Tube, or similar social-networking 
websites. JVew York's reporter made a 
big deal about how "the kids" made 
her "feel very, very old." ot only did 

If we don't like that conclusion, we 
may gravitate to the opposite pole: the 
absolutism of organizations like the 
Electronic Privacy Information Cen
ter, the Electronic Frontier Founda
tion, and the ACLU, which tend to 
construe any collection and analysis of 
personal data by government agencies 
( and to a lesser extent by corporations) 
as potentially violating the U.S. Con-
stitution's Fourth Amendment guar
antee of citizens' rights "to be secure 
in their persons, houses, papers, and 
effects, against unreasonable searches 

and seizures." they casually accept that the 
record of their lives could be 
Googled by anyone at any 
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But these two positions 
may feel, even to their propo
nents, more theoretical than 
practicable. Happily, The 

having an audience. Some 
even considered their elders' expec
tations about privacy to be a weird, 
old-fogey thing-a narcissistic hang
up. One teenage girl was asked about 
cases in which sexual material featur
ing girls her own age had been posted 
on the Internet without the subjects' 
permission. "It's either documented 
online for other people to see or it's 
not, but either way you're still doing 
it;' the girl replied. "So my philoso
phy i , why hide it?" 

Some prominent technologists have 
arrived at roughly the same conclu
sion-if a little more reluctantly. As Sun 
Microsystems chairman Scott Mel ealy 
put it in 1999, "You have zero privacy 
anyway. Get over it." The view that 
surveillance is already ubiquitous led 
David Brin to argue, in his 1998 book 
The Transparent Society, that our only 
real choice is between a society that 
offers the illusion of privacy, by restrict
ing the power of surveillance to those 
in power , and one where the masses 
have it too. Brin prefers the latter. 

Future e
f 

Reputation: Gos
sip, Rumor, and Privacy on the Internet, 

by Daniel J. Solove, associate professor 
of law at tl1e George Washington Univer
sity Law School, offers alternatives. 

The book i n't much concerned 
with privacy advocates' usual bete 
noire, the survei Ila nee state. Instead, 
Solove focuses on a more down-to
earth set of concerns. owadays, 
thanks to Marshall McLuhan, we're 
accustomed to talking about the 

"global village." But traditionally, in 
villages, everybody knew everybody 
else's business; personal privacy and 
anonymity are social constructs that 
achieved their cur rent legitimacy 
when increasing numbers of people 
started moving to cities in the 18th 
and 19th centuries. onetheless, pri
vacy remains simply, as Columbia Uni
versity professor emeritus of public law 
Alan F. Westin has phrased it, "the 
claim of individuals, groups , or insti
tutions to determine for themselves 
when, how, and to what extent infor
mation about them is communicated 
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