[image: image1.jpg]A

%

&
Co




JARON LANIER

         October 10, 2013

LIVE from the New York Public Library

www.nypl.org/live

Celeste Bartos Forum

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Thank you very much. Good evening. My name is Paul Holdengräber, and I’m the Director of Public Programs here at the New York Public Library, known as LIVE from the New York Public Library. As all of you know, my goal here is to make the lions roar, to make a heavy institution dance, and when successful, I hope tonight, to make it levitate.

It is my great pleasure to announce and welcome LIVE from the New York Public Library’s first ever season-long presenting sponsor, Morgan Stanley. We are thrilled to have them onboard for the entire fall season and are truly grateful for their support of LIVE and the Library. We are also live tweeting our events this season and I invite you all to follow us, and here I’m never quite sure what I say, on the hashtag #LIVENYPL, so all of you tweeters out there, twitters out there? Tweeters out there, follow us on hashtag #LIVENYPL. We don’t only tweet, mind you, we also livestream. We will probably be talking about both of these phenomenons with Jaron Lanier in a moment. I’m happy to let you know that our sold-out evening with Warren Buffett, Howard Buffett, Howard W. Buffett, moderated by Tom Brokaw will be livestreamed on YouTube. Please visit us at nypl.org/live for the link. This is happening on October 23. 

To mention another couple of LIVE from the New York Public Library events this season, come hear Lorrie Moore for our only lecture of the season, the Robert B. Silvers Lecture. Moore will talk on October 25. The title of her talk is succinctly Watching Television. The following week, on October 29 we co-present with the Metropolitan Opera composer Nico Muhly with This American Life host Ira Glass. Be sure to join our e-mail list for at least one surprise event to be announced next week, and I mean surprise event. Again, join by going to www.nypl.org/live. 

It is now my pleasure to welcome to the LIVE from the New York Public Library stage Jaron Lanier. Jaron Lanier, as all of you know, is a computer scientist, a musician best known for his work in virtual reality research, virtual reality being a term he coined. He is the author of You Are Not a Gadget: A Manifesto. His most recent book Who Owns the Future? He is I read currently at work with colleagues at Microsoft Research on intriguing unannounced projects. Please welcome warmly Jaron Lanier.

(applause)

JARON LANIER: Hello, hello, hello, hello.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Exciting, no?

JARON LANIER: Yeah, of course with the lights I can’t see you, but I imagine all these New Yorkers out there.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: We can always put up the lights a little bit so you can see people if you’d like. Would you like to see their faces?

JARON LANIER: Yeah, I like seeing—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Maybe we can bring up the lights a little bit. I’d like to see you, too. You look like a nice bunch.

(laughter)

JARON LANIER: Well, New Yorkers are, can I call you cute, is that okay? (laughter) Maybe not. But they are. 
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: They are. So I introduced you, but the audience here knows that for the last seven or so years, I’ve asked my guests to come up with seven words that might define them, a haiku of sorts, or a tweet if you will, and you were rather hesitant to give me these seven words and decided in a kind of unruly way to give me eight words. (laughter) And you said, “Our times demand rejection of seven-word bios.” (laughter/applause) Why? And what do our times really demand?

JARON LANIER: Some decades ago I used to love coming up with things like little seven-word bios, little cute, clever, memorable things but the problem now is that whenever you do that, you’re creating little database entries for yourself that will aggregate you into somebody’s mechanized categorization system. So suddenly there will be, somebody will create some machine learning system that studies these seven-word bios that your guests have created and that will be used to predict whose book is worth funding or something like that, so putting ourselves into standardized forms has become a form of disempowerment. Now, in this specific case of your bios I doubt that would be true. 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You never know.

JARON LANIER: You never know, you don’t even know once it’s happened, so my preference is to do things in such a way that it’s very hard to be categorized, and to do things in such a way that I feel I’m expressing something of myself rather than fitting into the expression of whoever wishes to aggregate me.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You know it reminds me a little bit of Banksy the graffiti artist, who put a little quotation on the back of his book from the police department that said, “We will absolutely not blurb Banksy’s book.” (laughter) And it was the police department.

JARON LANIER: Yeah.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: So whatever you say might be aggregated, no?

JARON LANIER: Sure, but the thing is you can’t allow yourself to adopt the mind-set of those who aggregate you, so the point is not to control them but to make sure that you’re in charge of yourself, entirely different problem. They will aggregate you, in fact, I will, I’m sort of part of that system. But that’s beside the point, the point is to not allow oneself to be lulled into accepting these sort of roles. I mean, these days when you’re on Facebook you accept a multiple-choice form of identity: Are you single? Are you in a couple? There are these categories, there’s this universal ontology, and people accept the notion that it’s okay to treat that as real. It’s in a way more real than older ones. Like, there have always been these designations in human societies, but they were always subject to more interpretation, there wasn’t some machine that was then sorting what happened in your life based on what was entered in a database blank, you know? So—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: So our times demand something else.

JARON LANIER: Our times demand that all of us put a little more effort perhaps than in previous eras into being ourselves. 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You know, interestingly enough, if you don’t mind turning off the phone that would be wonderful.

JARON LANIER: No, I’ll take it.

(laughter)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I’ll take it too.

JARON LANIER: I have something to say to that person.

(laughter)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Interestingly enough, when I ask for seven words, I always remember the Pascal line, when he said, “If I had had more time I would have made it shorter.” It’s not easy to do something in seven words that is meaningful. It isn’t always clever.

JARON LANIER: Yeah, that’s true. And as I say, I used to enjoy that sort of exercise, if you had asked me thirty years ago, I would have done it and very well.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I think you did it pretty well now. Now tell me, your book is entitled, your current book is entitled Who Owns the Future? I’m reminded of Paul Valéry’s line where he says the future isn’t what it used to be. I’m wondering how do you answer that question? Who owns the future?

JARON LANIER: Well, it’s up for grabs, and the only viable or sustainable answer is that a preponderance of people have to, and the emerging answer is that a very small minority of people who happen to be positioned closest to the most powerful and influential computers are starting to own the future. So this is something that’s been a striking shift in the world. I—for some reason, for whatever reason, I’ve been invited to these sort of elite gatherings where you meet the world’s billionaires and whatnot for many years, and thirty years ago, the most wealthy and powerful people in the world owned oil fields, or controlled them, or some kind of narrow of trade or something like that, something other people needed. 

And about ten years ago it shifted and now when you meet these people, they are always the people who own a central computer in some sort of digital network. It might be—the richest person in the world now owns a mobile phone network in Mexico, but there’s always—or financial schemes that are highly computational where there’s some giant computer that’s calculating an advantage. So getting close to the biggest and most influential computers has become the new source of wealth. It’s also turning elections—so I love computers, obviously, I still spend most of my days doing things with them, but we’ve entered into a pattern that is utterly unsustainable, where, you know, not just—it’s not really that the nerds are inheriting the earth, but the people who own the best computers that the nerds make are inheriting the earth, and you can’t go on like that, that’s not viable.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: So do you feel the title of your book to be a question that needs to be answered in a different way than it is answered now?

JARON LANIER: Well, yes. Of course.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And how so? Because in some way what you are proposing in the book is that technology in some way is killing the middle class.

JARON LANIER: Right. So the position I take in the book is that every notion of a viable society depends on, well, a middle bloc. The term “middle class” is problematic, because for many peoples it evokes some sort of bourgeois, parental staleness or poison of some kind, so just in case anybody’s allergic to the term middle class as having some negative connotation, the key idea is that there has to be a strong middle bloc, or if you think of the society as measuring outcomes for people, the honest measurement should look like a bell curve, just like, you know, if you’re measuring tallness of people or something, it should look like that. 
And the reason why is that every single articulated idea for society requires that big hump in the middle. For instance, if you wish to have an electoral democracy but there’s too much wealth concentrated in an elite, it’ll corrupt that democracy, and this is an issue we’re having in the U.S. right now. If you wish to have a market economy, if you’re one of those people who never outgrew Ayn Rand, (laughter) you have to recognize. That’s a laugh line in New York. There are places I go where it’s not at all, you know? (laughter) And but you have to recognize that you can’t have markets without a customer class, you know? 
And this is something that successful industrialists have always known. There has to be a successful middle bloc in order to have somebody to buy the stuff, you can’t have a market system without that, so, in a sense, you can talk about who owns the future, you can talk about the need for this bell curve outcome, and completely divorce it from the question of left versus right or markets versus society versus government, you can put all those things aside, because all of them actually have the same requirement.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You speak about Google translation. And you say there’s no magical artificial intelligence, when a big remote computer translates a document from English to Spanish, for instance, it doesn’t understand what it’s doing, it is only mashing up earlier translations created by real people who have been forgotten because of the theater of the Internet. There are always real people behind the curtain.

JARON LANIER: Yes, I did write that.
(laughter)
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You did write that. There’s something behind the curtain.

JARON LANIER: You know, this idea that there would be robots that would come along and they would be autonomous and they would take over our jobs. What is it? There’s somebody cracking up in front. Anyway. This idea that the robots would come and take over our jobs is a very old idea. It was almost a dominant cultural fear in the nineteenth century, it was remarkably present then and it motivated Marx’s writings, it motivated the birth of science fiction and a lot of popular culture, and we can go into why there still were jobs in the twentieth century, and it’s a very interesting history, but the thing is this idea that you could build this artificial brain that would be this freestanding thing just never worked out, and I remember—

Well, when I was a kid, when I was a teenager, there was this wonderfully sweet and wonderfully generous man who was a mentor to me named Marvin Minsky, who is one of the founders of the artificial intelligence field, and earlier, in the late fifties, he had assumed, as everybody did, that you ought to be able to just write a compact program that would be able to do something like translate between English and Spanish. You’d find the little Chomskyan core of one and the little Chomskyan core of the other and you’d just write the little translator, right? Sounds simple. 
But it turns out that that doesn’t work, that that’s actually a misunderstanding of how language works, and what does work is to take these massive numbers of examples from real people who have translated and then correlate them with a new example and then the mashup is readable, so the interesting thing about that is that we’re still speaking about these services as if there’s this electronic brain that was created solely by technologists, but in fact it turns out the only way these can work at all is with this incredibly large amount of distributed labor from real people and what we call that is Big Data, but the thing is because we’re still running on the fantasy that we can build this autonomous brain, we’re pretending that the real people who provide the data that makes it possible don’t exist and they’re not paid.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: So you’re writing about the notion that in some way human beings can’t be dispensed with.

JARON LANIER: That’s true. I mean thus far as an empirical matter, not as a matter of ideology or belief, but just empirically, whenever we make something work that looks like automation or extreme efficiency with a digital network, it’s based on what we call Big Data. And there’s no supernatural source of Big Data. Big Data doesn’t just come from some, you know, alternate realm, it comes from people.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And people can’t be replaced by machines.

JARON LANIER: Well—I mean—
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: They can.

JARON LANIER: See the problem is that this idea of people being replaced by machines turns out to be a category error, it’s actually a nonsensical statement, because it turns out the machines need people. So people can be replaced by machines if you pretend that the Big Data that runs the machines didn’t come from people. So it really depends on your fantasy life.
(laughter)
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Well, since we’re talking about fantasy life, I hope you’ll be able to hear this one-minute clip. I think you’ll recognize. It’s an audio clip. I think you’ll recognize who is speaking. A little bit of a surprise.
JARON LANIER: Okay.
WOODY ALLEN AUDIO: “The upshot of the story is that day I called my parents my father was fired. He was technologically unemployed. My father worked for the same firm for twelve years. They fired him. They replaced him with a tiny gadget this big, that does everything my father does only it does it much better. The depressing thing is my mother ran out and bought one.” (laughter)
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: This was Woody Allen in 1963 or ’64 when he was a stand-up comic and I was reminded of this when I was reading.

JARON LANIER: That’s great. In that period, this rhetoric that the robots were going to be these autonomous things that will take over was very, very present, was very common. So what he was lampooning was, you know, a very present element in popular culture. 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: He was lampooning the fact that people are not dispensable, and you speak about a humanistic economics. I’m wondering whether you can expand what that might mean.

JARON LANIER: Well, I have to say this is a rather large and complex topic, which is why I wrote a book, (laughter) but you know, the briefest version—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Don’t make it brief, make it long.

JARON LANIER: You really do want me to make it brief. (laughter) Trust me on this. But the briefest version is if we acknowledge the reality of the people behind the curtain, if we acknowledge the reality of the people who are the source of the Big Data that makes the magic happen, that makes automation and efficiency happen, and we set up some system so they can be paid for what they do. Not some kind of redistributive system, not some distribution, like, committee, that judges whether what they did is valuable, but just some market system that keeps track of whether the bits they enter end up being of use and sends a micropayment. If we do that, I think we can actually create a sustainable middle class no matter how good the machines get. And I know that’s an extraordinary claim, but you have to consider the alternative. 
Oh, boy. So I made a kind of a boo-boo, I think, about thirty years ago, a bit more, I was part of the first generation—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: It’s interesting because every time you refer to the past, you refer to about thirty years ago.

JARON LANIER: That’s because that was a formative time. The early eighties are when the pattern was set that we’re all living with. That was the formative moment when the culture of networking was really forged, in a very small community of people, and it’s been amplified since then like an inflationary universe. But this little group of people around Cambridge and Palo Alto, remarkably small, set the tone and created the arguments that are still the dominant ones. So that’s from like ’81 to ’84, ’5, that was the seed.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: The reference. So what was the boo-boo?

JARON LANIER: So back in those days there was, all right, so our hearts were totally in the right place, throughout history whenever there’s some creep who wants to consolidate power, what that means is controlling the flow of information, controlling who can say what, who can know what, that’s been true throughout history in many ways. So we thought, well, we make a distributed digital network where information can flow, it can’t be blocked, then we inoculate humanity against this dysfunction, so that would be this open world, and that was the idea and it sounds great to me to this day and I think actually the core of it is still correct, but there is this huge, huge mistake we made, which is if everybody’s sharing information, there will be some people with bigger and better and more effective computers than others ,and the differential of benefit that they’ll get will be so profound that there isn’t any equity in the situation at all. Instead, everything’s to the greater glory of whoever has the top computers and that’s the world we’ve ended up creating, so that was a bit of a mistake. 
But in the old days one of the ways that we thought about it was as applied to musicians, oh, you give away the music and it will make your career better. It was sort of a—almost a spiritual thing, a generosity, you give away these things and the world will give you back more, it’s a beautiful sentiment and many people still hold to it, of course. It’s really almost an orthodoxy of the digital world now. But what I started to see around the turn of the century was renowned jazz musicians needing emergency benefit concerts on a weekly basis because their careers had fallen apart, people who used to do very well, I saw the—actually, there was a very substantial and large body of middle-class earners among recording musicians that just disappeared very quickly. 
Now, so empirically I saw it was actually hurting my community. I used to be a recording artist, and I used to get all these nice advances, and, boy, you can’t do anything close to it on the Internet unless you’re very lucky, and part of a token tiny, tiny, tiny crew of those who succeed. But that’s an illusory hope, I mean, statistically you just won’t get there, now here’s the thing, if the only people that we were hurting were the journalists and the musicians and the photographers, if that was the only stuff that was getting weakened, we could come up with institutions to compensate, we could come up with some solution. But it’s everything, every possible job could be subject to the same forces. 3-D printers which just deposit material to build up an object, a product, based on an Internet file can replace both manufacturing and retail eventually. 
You know, I’m oversimplifying, but that kind of principle. Everything goes away. Nursing robots are performing incredibly well. Robotic lawyers. There are all these different, all these different demos, so all the jobs go away, and then you’re left with this plutocracy that runs the big computers and everybody else you know getting free social networking, whatever. It’s really a vision out of the nineteenth century, it’s like H. G. Wells’s Time Machine or like Marx’s nightmare, this idea that there’s just this tiny—this tiny number of proprietors of the machines and everybody else is just kind of users and they’re left adrift. The thing is it’s all based on a mistake because all of these technologies rely precisely on the information that comes from all those people. So—
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Who don’t get paid.

JARON LANIER: And thing about—there’s another angle on this. This goes on, this is a very involved topic, there’s a lot to say about it. But if you say that information is going to be free, what you’re doing is you’re throwing all the value of the information age off the books, and so we don’t get accurate accounting of how much value we’ve created with our new technology, and that’s a lot of the reason why—I mean, in the old days, I was certain that when we finally turned the Internet on, it would create this wave of wealth and well-being that would be persistent, because that’s usually what happens when you create some wonderful new technological infrastructure, it’s always happened before, like highways and that sort of thing, but because we’ve thrown all the value off the books, we still have these horrible recessions and austerity and it’s entirely an artifact of our refusal to acknowledge that we’ve actually done a good job.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: It’s of our making.

JARON LANIER: It’s—yeah it’s this bizarre fantasy, and if you refuse to acknowledge that you’ve actually made the world better, and you refuse to calculate how the economy should be expanding, then you have this stagnation that motivates all the people who are doing well to just become defensive and try to consolidate their positions instead of trying to grow the economy, which is kind of where we’re at right now, it’s become incredibly sort of mean-spirited and dysfunctional, and there’s no reason for it.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: To come back to the world of music—one of your admirers is Thom Yorke of Radiohead and he recently wrote in the Guardian, or was quoted in the Guardian, about Spotify and he said, “To me this isn’t the mainstream, this is like the last fart, the last desperate fart of a dying corpse. What happens next is the important part.” So, you know, I’m wondering, you know, with musicians not getting the kinds of gigs you used to get, I mean, what solution can you offer? I mean, I know you have some solutions.

JARON LANIER: That’s the book. The book proposes a solution which is, you know, if we decide that information can be affordable instead of free, if we decide to create an economy where people are paid as well as pay, everybody can still get open access, in fact I think it can be better. The current system only feels open, but the truth is that the most important information, like the behavioral models of all of you that decide whether you get loans or not and all that kind of stuff, the really influential information, is supersecret. In the society of affordable information, you’ll still get access to information, but there will be economic growth and a strong middle class. It’ll work better. Now, of course, I can’t be sure about this, I was wrong before about this stuff, but what I think is that I have a pretty good hypothesis that’s worth a test, that’s what I’d say.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But for musicians, what—if their music is played for free, the only way they can really make a living is by going and playing concerts and living the way perhaps people in their twenties and thirties can sustain. What can they do in their forties and fifties and sixties? I mean, this is the big issue. And I know I’m asking you to unpack a lot of information, forgive me.

JARON LANIER: There’s an interesting way that people can perceive phantasms and believe—like, for instance, in the United States there was a certain point that there was this enormous class of child abductors everywhere, where in fact there was only a tiny handful of abductors of strangers, right, children. We also believed that there were possession by the devil. There are these things we believe. One of those right now among the hip cyberculture is that there just is this huge class of people who are doing well by being musicians online, and I believed it myself for a long time, but as I tried to look for them empirically, and I’ve worked very hard at it, I just can find no evidence that they exist. You cannot find them, they don’t, you can’t—
And now the thing is it’s a little tricky because a lot of people will claim to be but actually are independently wealthy or something, like, they are fake people because it’s a hip thing, like to be able to say, “I make my living on the Internet,” it’s just a really popular thing to say but when you examine them and I’ve really worked hard at this, when I wrote Gadget I found just a handful. Now there are more. I believe there are maybe around three hundred in the world. 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Three hundred people who make—

JARON LANIER: Three hundred people. So the key thing about this is not that there’s nobody. But and also it’s not that everybody deserves to be a star or something like that. The truth is that it’s always been very hard to make it in music or something like that. Very few do it very well, but in the old days let’s say there were small number of people who were highly successful and then there would be that bell curve, there was a middle ground of people who were medium successful, and if you look at the distribution of incomes in I don’t know the rolls of an artistic union like the musicians’ union or you look at tax data, you see that, you see this distribution. 
Now what we have is a different curve that we sometimes call a power-law curve or sometimes a long tail where you just have this tiny spindly tower and this emaciated neck and this long, long, long line of wannabees, so you have this entirely different distribution, and the people at the top of the neck are not really doing that well. Who knows Jenna Marbles is in this audience? So I have to say America is regionally so segregated now, there are places I could go where every hand would go up. So she’s one of the very most popular people online, she might be the most popular YouTube presence. She’s kind of a cross between—oh God, I’m forgetting—who was the ridiculous Italian American girl in New Jersey who was famous for a while for being an idiot?
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I think—
JARON LANIER: Snooki. She’s a cross between Snooki and Martha Stewart. (laughter) She’s kind of—she’s like this sort of—this girl who gives advice about, you know, makeup and cooking and stuff and she’s funny, but the thing is she’s got billions of viewers, I mean, she’s a star at the absolute highest level in terms of volume. And so when there’s articles about her, they breathlessly report that she’s able to afford to rent a house in Los Angeles just from her YouTube royalties, and you’re thinking well, basically what’s happening is a woman in her twenties has worked really hard, and that’s great and she can—she’s achieved a middle-class status, but that’s the tippy-top, you know, and so our standards have really fallen for what success means, because that’s Oprah-level, you know, throughput, I mean, that’s really a lot, both our standards have dropped, but also the distribution instead of a bell curve is a power law.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: So it’s a question of distribution.

JARON LANIER: Distribution is everything. Because, all right, I have to get slightly mathy or geeky to really go into it.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Please, you will lose me, but that’s okay, you won’t lose everybody.

JARON LANIER: You can think of an economy as something that’s people are putting in their effort and they interact with each other, and then this new distribution comes out of how people are doing, and they keep on doing it again and again, and the thing is if the economy is creating a distribution that’s a power law, it’ll just like ping on that, that’s a plutocracy, that becomes dysfunctional for many reasons, but you can’t—it loses volume, that creates an economic collapse, but if there’s a nice little middle, and that’s a thing that can sustain itself, there’s enough content to it that it keeps on going and going, and as Adam Smith pointed out, in fact, economies have to grow in order to be kind. If a market economy isn’t growing, it becomes cruel to its constituents.

And in Smith’s time and for many years, growth actually was a horrible process, because it involved conquests and all these things, but today our method of growing is by improving our technical expertise, and we’re absolutely capable of doing it. The thing is, we’re just refusing to account that we’ve done it. It’s the stupidest thing. When historians someday look back at us, they’ll say, “Boy, they were really morons, because here they come up with all this great technology and then they refuse to admit that they have it just in order to”—for some silly ideology or some treats or something like that. It’s a very petty mistake that we’re making.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You.

JARON LANIER: Is this making sense? Cool. Because I’m trying to compress some big ideas into very small phrases, and there’s so much more, I mean, I know you must have a lot of questions if you haven’t encountered this before, but it’s a big—to really get this stuff you have to really kind of go through many different angles on it, but this is at least a bit of an introduction.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Well, yes, and it’s a foretaste. People will be able to get your book afterwards and have it signed and they can read it at their leisure and maybe understand more, and hopefully we’re not getting the Twitterized version of you, you seem to be expanding and expounding a lot on some of the ideas, and one of the ideas I’d like you to expand and expound on is your views on Wikipedia, because it’s of some interest to everybody and one interesting comment you make is try not using it.

JARON LANIER: I very strongly believe in experiment. I think we should all experiment with our lives on occasion, especially when you’re young, if you don’t have kids yet and you can afford to, just try to live differently for a while to learn, you know?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And even if you do.

JARON LANIER: Well, it gets a bit harder, so this could mean living in another country for a while or having a different way of making a living or whatever. But as far as your information world, this notion that you must be on Facebook, how can you possibly not be on Twitter, and how could you this or that. I mean, experiment. Like, I mean, who knows? Try it for a little while, you learn about yourself. That’s my thought about it. Now, with Wikipedia, oh boy, I’ve gone back and forth about this with—both of the founders are friends, and we’ve argued about it a lot. Okay, before the Wikipedia, there were encyclopedias, right?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I remember them.

JARON LANIER: These were these huge multivolume paper books.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: We have a few upstairs.
(laughter)
JARON LANIER: The interesting thing about encyclopedias is there wasn’t just one of them. Each encyclopedia was labeled as having a point of view. There was the Encyclopedia Britannica, there was the Encyclopedia Americana, there was an Encyclopedia Judaica, and many of them would cover the same topics, they’d overlap, but with a different perspective, and it made perfect sense. But somehow in the Internet age we have this idea that there should just be one, one, which is nuts. Now, it’s nuts on two levels, which have to do with different kinds of content. 
If it’s a topic in the humanities, the notion that there can be a single article from a single point of view that’s this global article is ludicrous and damaging and stupid, you know, and there’s no reason it had to be designed that way, it could have been designed with multiple clusters of articles and then if it’s a technical thing, like a math, you know, what is so-and-so’s theorem, well, you know, the Wikipedia’s gotten pretty reliable about just conveying those, but the problem is I’m a math guy, you know, and you cannot know math in a dry way. Each mathematician learns math through a colorful pedagogy and interactions and to present math purely in the dry way without any entry point, it just doesn’t work.

And the thing is the Wikipedia became so dominant that this whole culture of people who were trying to find ways of teaching technical subjects online really got deadened for a while, and now it’s trying to pick up again, but it’s really damaging, because it’s this incredibly overwhelmingly dominant thing that’s really screwed up, you know? Now, let me say some—and, by the way, I want to say that my critique of the Wikipedia has been endorsed in writing and publicly by both of its founders, (laughter) who are not ideologues. I mean, the people who actually do something first are rarely ideologues. It’s the second generation of people who come in who become orthodox and who become this like rigid rind that halts the world, you know? But the people who actually do this stuff first are open-minded, because that’s how they got there.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: but the consumers of Wikipedia in a way by going there first and going there only have killed the alternatives.

JARON LANIER: That’s true, and it’s in part consumer behavior, if you like, but a lot of it’s just device design. Like, the Wikipedia shows up really early in search results, in a lot of cases there’s a Wikipedia button on your device. And also a lot of our services are Wikipedia driven, where if you’re looking for something the content of the Wikipedia article will inform whatever the language analyzer is. 
But now let me say a couple of interesting things about the Wikipedia. If contributions to it—if Wikipedians were paid, if contributions generated micropayments, and it wouldn’t just be once, it would be ongoing with access, in my utopia anyway. Guess what distribution that would create? A kind of nice bell curve. It would not create—Of course there’s only a minority of Wikipedians who are megacontributors, but there’s a bulk in the middle, so it would create a sustainable society. The same thing’s true for Facebook contributors, the same thing’s true for people who contribute to things like Linux open-source solutions. 
So we’ve seen networks designed in such a way that if they were monetized, they would support a stable society. It’s just that those are precisely the ones that we haven’t monetized because that’s our ideology, and the ones we are monetizing have a different structure. And so this is what we—can I use a technical term?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You can use whatever term you would like.

JARON LANIER: So we call this the topology; if there’s like a central hub that everything goes through like the Apple Store or YouTube, then that creates a power law, but if everybody can interact with everybody and contribute then you get this thickly connected thing and you get this nice bell curve. And we’ve decided to only monetize exactly the wrong style network. So if we just flipped that, we could actually make a sustainable society.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: So we’ve created something very open but very monopolized.

JARON LANIER: Exactly, we’ve created a style of openness that monopolizes power for a very few lucky people.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: What you say to me, I mean, just reinforces my sadness.

JARON LANIER: No, no, no, don’t go there.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Let me tell you why. You can say no, no, no, no, no, but I’m still sad. (laughter) And the reason I’m sad is you brought up, you know, Britannica, you brought up the Encyclopedia Judaica. I were thinking, having been brought up in Europe, the Encyclopédie Universalis, I remember the twenty volumes of it, or twenty-five. But nobody—I mean, we’re dinosaurs if we look at them, they have sort of disappeared from—I mean, the tactical inebriation we felt by going and looking at them is not something we do naturally now, now we’ll go to a page of Wikipedia. There’s a sadness because there’s a loss. 
JARON LANIER: Yeah, you know—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Is there not a loss?

JARON LANIER: There is a loss, but this is not—the loss is not intrinsic to digital technology. There’s a fine line here that one has to be careful about. I am not antidigital at all. I just am anti-stupid digital. I love digital technology. Now, when I was a kid, we had the Britannica and the Great Books in the special little shelves, right, and also many, many other books, but that organization of like, “Here’s some important books, here’s some important topics,” and it just it gave me a sort of a geography to explore, and it was incredibly valuable.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And I wonder. It was in front of you.

JARON LANIER: That’s right. 
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And I’m wondering

JARON LANIER: And it had a smell.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: It had a smell.

JARON LANIER: It had a texture.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Let’s be nostalgic for a moment. It had a smell. It had a tactile feeling. You had all the books out there that you hadn’t read that in some way were filling you with fear and trepidation because you hadn’t read them—they filled you with guilt. Now you read something maybe on a tablet and it may no longer be there for you to recall in the same way, for you to have in front of you, and I’m wondering if that has changed in some way the way we access knowledge, and also to make a light point, I really wonder sometimes, you know, how will people tell other people, “Come and see my tablets.” You won’t be able to—I mean, the system of dating will change completely.

(laughter)

JARON LANIER: I mean, gosh. So, once again, I think digital design can be better than it is, and I still think we can come up with ways of informing ourselves that do have a sense of place that are digital, but I also hope we don’t lose books. As far as people oh come and share my tablet, of course the whole universe now is based on oh, share, share, share, you have to share for the benefit of Silicon Valley companies, share, share, share, (laughter) it’s cruel, it would be petty of you not to share, you need to be generous, but of course what’s happening is all we’re saying is, “fill in our behavioral models, so that we can manipulate you for money.” That’s what it actually is. We need you to be a better product for us to sell, so we need more information about you, so share it for God’s sakes. So as long as that’s the political setup, then like I say it’s just stupid, it’s not sustainable. 
But I’m not antidigital, I mean I’m very pro traditional book, and even older. I mean, I love scrolls, you know, I love Torahs, I love visiting artifacts where somebody’s just carved in stone, I think it’s an amazing thing. We should not—we must not lose any of that. This idea that information is this freestanding pure thing that can just be translated from one medium to another with no difference is false. There is no such thing. Information only exists as a physical phenomenon with physical quirks. There is no pure form of information. That’s a whole topic, but it’s true and so we mustn’t lose these old media. But digital media can be wonderful, I’m sure can be much more wonderful than it is.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You said you were surrounded by books, and surrounded by you just mentioned Torahs, and I’m wondering if in the family you grew up books were prized in a particular way.

JARON LANIER: Yeah, lots of books to the point of physical peril, you know, they were just piled up. (laughter) Sure. And our home today is like that too.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You said you love visiting archives. You also, when you come, when you take a journey, you make it a point always to try to go and see a music store, to see an instrument store.

JARON LANIER: Oh, now we’re getting into my addictions, and so this is really very personal. (laughter) It’s bad, I have a bad case of it. It’s true. No, I love, so I love musical instruments. I have—I love learning to play different unusual acoustic instruments and for many reasons. Part of it is just, I think, an inexplicable love, there’s just some way in which you love what you love. But also, I mean, in my professional life I’m always trying to make digital systems that are better, and I don’t think there can—there’s no digital information except that comes from people, and there’s no use for it except as it’s used by people, so usability is the only sense in which a digital system can be valuable, there isn’t any other framework that means anything. And so when I try to make better physical systems, I’m always humbled because none of them are ever as expressive or as good as physical musical instruments. I mean, those are the gold standard for interactivity and for expression. There’s nothing that even touches like a violin, I mean, there’s nothing that’s even remotely in that universe yet. We’re just taking the tiniest baby steps with digital devices.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Because made by hand?

JARON LANIER: I think part of it is that the human organism evolved to have quantum level acuity in certain very specialized ways. So, you know, our retinas can respond to a single photon under the right conditions, and if we bend paper between our fingers, we can feel properties of the paper, its thickness and its pliancy, to an incredible degree. And so given that that’s our nature, a device which uses the material world that we evolved to be highly sensitive to, our nervous system and our bodies can respond to that and digital systems are always at a remove from that, because there’s a level of representation between us and the physicality, there’s some bits that say this means this and this means that, so there’s always a little bit of delay and a little bit of griddiness—not gritty, but grid—there’s a digitization, you know. 
And but then another thing is the—unlike the Wikipedia, there’s not just one musical instrument, there’s many of them, right? So each one of them has its own culture, and these things evolved through the generations of people, so it’s really an amazing thing, you know. If you play a fine old violin, it’s not as it was, it’s been worked over by generation after generation of musician working with a technician, and they gradually get better and better, and the designs evolve so that they’re really extraordinarily refined.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And it tells us something. A musical instrument tells us something quite particular. I mean, here we have in front of us a flute.

JARON LANIER: We do have a flute.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: We have a flute, we have a flute from—

JARON LANIER: So the story is—I was going to bring some instruments to play, but logistically the afternoon got screwed up, so I couldn’t get to them before I came here for the sound check, but as I was walking here, I stopped in a friend’s wind shop on Forty-sixth Street, and I bought this just because I’m an addict, and I showed up with this, “Well, I didn’t bring any instruments to play,” and then Paul said, “no, just play that,” and I’m like, well, I just got it, I haven’t practiced. So that’s the story of this. So, yeah, this is a kind of a very fancy and newly refined version of an Andean flute, called a queana, but this one has gotten, this is sort of like a fancy high-tech, this is like the Boeing version, or something, so I’m very interested in it, but I really just got it like an hour ago or something.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Let me goad you a little bit and ask you to play a little bit.

JARON LANIER: Yeah, okay. So I’m not going to play Andean music, I’ve just been kind of playing around on it backstage to figure out what seems to sound good on it.
[JARON LANIER plays queana]

(applause)
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Thank you very much! What was that?
JARON LANIER: I have no clue. I was playing around with. I was adding the Japanese shakuhachi’s vibrato where you shake. This is not an Andean technique. That’s a different, that’s a Japanese vibrato style, and I put some Irish figuration in it for fun. (laughter) This is a total mishmosh, just playing around.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: A mishmash. In some way this leads me to your disappointment in some form or fashion with certain groups that you used to belong to more online where you could find a community of people who enjoyed the same obsessions you did, and now you feel often that you are channeled into a certain group.

JARON LANIER: Oh, I know what you’re talking about, yes, like online about instruments. No, the thing is—There was this culture like ten years and more ago where people would get together online and obsess about something like instruments and they would just do it without some big company aggregating them and spying on them all the time and now Facebook and other services have sucked all that up, so that if you want to enjoy like connecting with people, you have to do it within this system where you’re like being observed and modeled, and you have to do it through the structures of the system and you have to accept the rules of the system, which often are just—I mean, I’m not saying there’s anything wrong with it, there’s some people who like it, but it not be for everybody, and it requires a sort of all-or-nothing commitment from you unless—if you’re a programmer you can manage Facebook privacy settings but most people can’t, they’re vaguely cryptographic, and so, you know, the truth is you end up pulling the whole community into this other system for somebody else’s benefit—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You’re no longer creating a private community.

JARON LANIER: It doesn’t feel the same, it really doesn’t feel the same. There’s still a few holdouts—like, there’s a separate private little forum system for people who like ouds, there’s another one for mandolinists, and if you go there, just the quality and the feeling of it is actually very different than on Facebook groups, and the difference is that—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: What is the difference?

JARON LANIER: It’s interesting. It’s just a little more real and true to me, like there’s nobody calculating who’s popular, who likes who, who’s following who, so that people don’t have to have that anxiety, they don’t preen about it, there’s no reputation management that goes on. There’s some problems where maybe there’s a little bit more trolling sometimes because some idiot can do something, but if it’s well administered, then that’s taken care of, it’s just—it’s a different thing. And I don’t have any objection to the Facebook design per se, but it’s just like with the Wikipedia the notion that there’s this one dominant thing that everybody has to do. There should be a diversity of them. We should seek a society of cognitive diversity and social diversity, and this slamming of everything into the same model creates a fake diversity where everything, there’s like a lot of different kinds of topics but they all are kind of made more and more similar because they all follow the same pattern, and so we actually lose the flavor, gradually.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You know, what strikes me is the number of artists who feel that in some way you’re coming to their intellectual rescue. A number of musicians, but also writers. You’ve probably have heard this quoted back to you a few times, but I find that Zadie Smith captures something quite magnificent when she says, “It feels important to remind ourselves at this point that Facebook, our new beloved interface with reality, was designed by a Harvard sophomore with a Harvard sophomore’s preoccupation: What is your relationship status? Choose one. There can only be one answer. People need to know. Do you have a life? Prove it, post pictures. Do you like the right sort of things? Make a list. Things liked will include movies, music, books, and television, but not architecture, ideas, or plants. But here I feel I am becoming nostalgic. I am dreaming of a Web that caters to a kind of person who no longer exists, a private person, a person who is a mystery to the world, and which is more important, to herself. Person as mystery. This idea of personhood is certainly changing, perhaps has already changed, because I find I agree with Zuckerberg himself: ‘It evolves.’ We were going to live online. It was going to be extraordinary. Yet what kind of living is this? Step back from your Facebook wall for a moment. Doesn’t it suddenly look a little ridiculous? Your life in this format.”

JARON LANIER: So I believe that’s Zadie—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Zadie Smith.

JARON LANIER: And that was her review in the New York Review of Books of I Am Not a Gadget. Yeah, yeah, well, she’s great. 
(laughter)
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Do you feel—

JARON LANIER: There’s no need to add to that.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Do you feel this nostalgia for a certain kind of interaction, which maybe we have missed?

JARON LANIER: Well, hmm. I’m very, you know, the one thing I want to be kind of careful about is not turning into an old fart—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Yeah.

JARON LANIER: Just saying, “I remember when it used to be better! It was better! You kids! You don’t know anything!” That’s always a temptation. But I’m trying to really stick with empirical results and try to keep it pretty concrete rather than value judgments. If you read my work carefully you’ll see it’s—I won’t say, don’t use this, don’t use that, don’t do that, I’m saying you know I think we should promote a society of diversity rather than uniformity, and I think people should experiment and learn. I would never tell somebody, “Oh, I think you’re an idiot for using this program or that program.” But on the other hand, I don’t want to be told I’m an idiot for my choices, and I’ve made somewhat unconventional choices, but, you know, they should be treated as legitimate either way. 
So the problem of—there is this thing that if we live our lives in computers, the mind-set of the culture of computer technologists does tend to become incredibly overemphasized, and you tend to have this sort of rise of a kind of a nerd cognitive ideal which is—there’s nothing wrong with it, I mean, part of me is like that, but once again there has to be balance and there has to be a diversity. Somebody was asking me the other day if Silicon Valley has become more diverse over the years, and in terms of ethnicities and countries of origin, vastly so, but in terms of cognitive style I think it has become much less diverse. So I’m just worried about this sort of gradual—I think the Asperger’s syndrome is no longer officially real or something, it was ejected from the DSM, but that sort of feeling of sort of a vaguely, this sort of treating the world as an information system, and everything is problem solving and everything is optimization—that cosmology is taking over. And that it shouldn’t be rejected outright, but it should be resisted.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: There’s a word that Zadie Smith uses which I think is very resonant with your own work, which is the notion of personhood, because that seems to be what she’s talking about, and earlier on we were talking a little bit about how Martin Buber was important for you, and I think there’s something there about that relationship with—I’m looking at you. 

JARON LANIER: Yes.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I’m looking at you, I’m not looking at a screen, I’m not davening with my iPhone as I walk down the street, but, you know, I’m wondering now what would have happened to me, if I hadn’t been twenty or fifteen when I was, and how much less of the world might I—and I know I’m sounding like an old fart now, and we’re the same age exactly—would I have seen if my eyes had been glued to that little screen as I walked down the street.

JARON LANIER: The problem—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Okay.

JARON LANIER: My belief is that the problem is not the screen; the problem is—it has to do with the nature of software—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: With what?

JARON LANIER: The nature of software. If you live your life through software you can’t help but work through the grooves that the programmer laid out, you’re sort of like a little rat running a maze which is the possible states of the program. In You Are Not a Gadget, I use music as an example. And how musical notes, before digital tools, were always matters of interpretation. Two people could transcribe the same music and come up with slightly different notation, and, of course, it would always be interpreted, so it was a loose fit. Valuable but not absolutely precise. 
But once you’re using digital tools to make music, you have no choice, it’s mandatory to use the concepts built into those tools. So there’s a certain loss. Things become—Ideas become a priori, and they become mandatory and unavoidable, and there are wonderful reasons to use digital tools, so the right response is not to say, “Oh, that must mean digital stuff is terrible.” The right response is to use it knowingly, to become aware of its nature. But the thing is when people interact with each other, they do exactly—what happens to musical notes happens to personhood. When somebody interacts with somebody else through Facebook, the Facebook tools set up definitions and possibilities for that that are a priori and unavoidable. And so we do reduce ourselves, and we do turn ourselves into a cartoon. That’s always—we’ve always done that with our own ideas, but never in this sort of rigid, absolute way, in this nerdy way, this is something new. So the point is simply to be aware of it.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: It doesn’t quite address the notion—maybe I didn’t quite ask that—the notion of addiction, the fact that we are addicted. We were talking earlier on about Wikipedia, but the whole world is addicted to their portable device insofar that they have it. 

JARON LANIER: Right, right, right, right. There is an addicting quality to it.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I mean, I feel it. Today my iPhone didn’t work—

JARON LANIER: And you feel this inner tension.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I felt deprived, and I felt as though I was missing out, and I felt what am I going to do? And I was remembering that Louis C.K. piece on his iPhone—

JARON LANIER: This was about his daughter—that was a wonderful statement of the personhood issue, if anybody hasn’t seen it, it’s really worth looking at, it’s really superb. These devices are addictive for a few reasons. I describe a little bit about this in Who Owns the Future? This is something we talk about in the trade all the time, it’s somewhat well understood because it’s our bread and butter for the moment.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: So you want people to be addicted.

JARON LANIER: We do make a lot of money and that’s why, can’t we be clear about that. So I mean I’m a beneficiary of the system I’m criticizing, but I’m doing it because I really want the world we leave behind to be better than the one we’re leaving. I want my daughter to grow up in a world that works better than I think the world we’re creating. So I’m motivated to criticize the thing even though I’m kind of criticizing myself and my friends. 
But anyway—how do you make something addictive? Part of it is by noisy reward, so if you can reliably hit a button and you get a reward, and let’s say you’re like a rodent in a laboratory experiment, you know, or something like that, if it happens each time, then that just generates repetitive behavior. But if it happens sometimes, it’s a little bit, you can’t quite figure out what the system is, and that creates an obsession. And so in a very bizarre way the sort of crappiness and unreliability of digital technology makes it more addictive. (laughter) And another way to put this is you fall in love with what you have to struggle for to a degree. This is something that Steve Jobs used to be remarkably articulate about in the old days. 
Another aspect is we’re wired to be concerned about social status and who’s on the in, who’s on the out, who’s rising, who’s powerful, who should I talk to at the party because their status will reflect on me, and, you know, what’s my status? This whole web of just incredible nonsense that we’ve inherited from evolution of both our organism and our societies and so, of course, the digital systems that become addictive are sort of tweaking that stuff. That’s what social networking is all about. You know and so you’re always like, “Oh my God, what will they think of me?” 

And at a certain point you just have to not care. And at the point you just come to just not care, it’s really interesting and so liberating. I really cared for a long time. I used to like be, “Oh my God, somebody said something about me,” and at this point it’s like somebody calls me and, “Hey, there’s a fake you on Twitter that said some inane things.” “Ahh, whatever, I don’t care.” You know, you just stop caring and it’s like so liberating because it’s not real, and it really doesn’t matter. You can have the faith that there are people of intelligence and goodwill who care about substantial things and do so reasonably and then you just pay attention to them, just let all the noise fade away, and it’s so much better.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You led me on yesterday to watch a film, called Google and the World Brain, and I’d like us to see a little clip from that film.

JARON LANIER: I’ve never seen it.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You haven’t. That’s what you told me. You’re in it, but haven’t seen it. So I’m not going to show you yourself, I’m going to show you somebody else in the film and have you react.

JARON LANIER: This is all a surprise to me of course.

[Clip from Google and the World Brain plays]

JARON LANIER: So, yeah, well, you know, I’ve worn heads-up displays possibly longer than any other individual, I’ve played around with stuff like that for a very long time and i love the technology. It can be extraordinarily beautiful, but if in the old days somebody had said, “Oh, you know, some big corporation will let you use these but only if you give the data to them,” I would have been just like “No way, we could never sink that low.” But in fact when you buy a Google Glass you’ll have to sign up for it or it won’t work. And by the way I sold a company to Google, I love Google, they’re all friends, but it is really kind of creepy and the—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Friends but creepy.

(laughter)

JARON LANIER: They’re my good creepy friends. There are probably some here in the audience, because there’s a bunch of Googlers in New York. One time I gave a talk in Brooklyn a while ago and all the local Google people showed up with Glass lit in the front row, it was very dramatic.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But talk a little bit to me about your concerns with security, because I think it’s—
JARON LANIER: The thing about this is how can you benefit from Big Data, without whoever has the biggest computer, whether it’s the NSA or Google, getting all the advantage, that becomes the question, and by the way, my God, the NSA revelations, some of this stuff we kind of knew, some suspected, but wow it just gets worse and worse. I’ve just been—I’ve really been, I thought I was cynical enough, (laughter) and you sort of think, “I’m really dark and cynical, I should be careful because I’m turning into like this crank,” and then you realize, oh no, actually, wow, (laughter) so it’s been bad. 
But—and in particular, since I need to be in a research lab, that’s my world, and the Microsoft research lab is great, and I did not know that Microsoft was being forced to do some of this stuff with some of the other companies. So I thought a certain level of thing was happening, I didn’t know this other stuff was happening which the companies were forced not to even talk about, so there’s this weird little dark corner where somebody, “Okay, give us the data, okay, by the way, you can’t say anything.” It’s bizarre. The other thing is the deliberate weakening of cryptography is—is. I mean, there haven’t been that many examples of mathematical malfeasance in the history of math, but this one is really, it’s kind of shocking, you know. I know some of the mathematicians who work there, and they’re good people, so I don’t know, I don’t know, I can’t put it all together right now, it’s very strange. 
But let’s go back to how to fix it. So one thing you can do is you can say, “We need privacy regulations,” and, boy, I know a lot of people working on that and if you want to have your ear talked off, you can talk to EU privacy regulators, they’ll go on and on about all these things. The problem is—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: EU?

JARON LANIER: The European Union.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Yeah, that’s what I thought.

JARON LANIER: We can refer to it while it lasts, I guess. The problem with this is that you’re trying to foresee what the software can do in the regulations, and it’s a hopeless task. It’s just really not possible for a regulation to be written that foresees the twistedness of what will actually happen, just like I couldn’t foresee the twistedness, and I ought to be in a good position to do it, but it’s just hard to really get there. One of the reasons I’ve been interested in the idea of making information be valued and having people paid for it is it creates an option for an in-between situation. 
Let me explain what I mean by this. Right now, in order to use a Google Glass, or in order to sign up for Facebook at all, you have to go all the way, you have to say, “Okay, you’ve got all my data.” And you can tweak privacy settings a bit, but they’re always changing them and nobody really understands them and then they always turn out to be breached anyway. So you kind of know and nobody reads the whole agreement, you know, these ridiculous EULA agreements that nobody reads. Basically it’s an all-or- nothing thing and what we really like is shades of gray. You’d really like to be able to say, “Well, I’ll share some data, and I want to get some benefit, but I want to kind of be a bit shy about it.” 
Now, there’s a traditional way that people limit the reach of government, right, which is how much money you give the government, how much you pay in taxes, and there’s this—if it weren’t a completely insane confrontation in the United States, we’d be able to say the difference between liberals and conservatives is how big government should be, and how high taxes should be approximately. Instead, our debate is fraught with bizarre symbolic passions that no one can even articulate, but if it were that simple, what we’re doing by making information free is we’re giving the government infinite license to spy. 
See, if your data was worth something and the NSA had to pay you for it, they wouldn’t have—I know this might sound crazy, if they were going to pay a terrorist wouldn’t he know and be tipped off—don’t worry, that’s all solvable, that’s silly. I know some people kind of—I can anticipate some of the questions because I hear them all the time. But the thing is if they had to pay you for your data then they’d have to temper themselves and if they wanted to steal your data, they would face the one force that is even greater, which is the accountants. The government—accounting actually could serve, just as it’s created a sense of regularity in markets, so that it’s not just all thuggery and corruption—accounting could create an order in the use of data and a gray area where data is used a little bit, and then people, the way I imagine it is you could set your price. If you want to participate a lot and there would be some benefits, there are always trade-offs in any decision, then you’d be able to make your data cheaper, and you would be observed more and you’d be able to probably participate in more cloud services as a result, but it would give you a method to regulate it that is very simple, that is not this very complicated secret code but which is really just one number which is a price.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Just about three weeks ago I had the pleasure of speaking here with Alan Rusbridger, the editor in chief of the Guardian and he’s giving us a little gift sometime soon. He’s giving us a little piece of the Guardian computer—

JARON LANIER: That was trashed?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: With the Snowden files on them for our special collections. The curator here is—Bill Stingone is really looking forward to receiving this little symbolic piece of a computer.

JARON LANIER: It’s like a piece of the Berlin Wall or something.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Exactly. Since we are in a library, questions of books and libraries are something that interest me and I think interest many people. Kevin Kelly has said the following, which I’d love you to react to. “I think the issue of copyright is an archaic, unproductive view. When you create something, you’re building on the work of other people, no matter who they are, whether they are J. K. Rowling or Shakespeare. You’re basing your work on the work of others. You’re basically taking their ideas, artists do not own their ideas. No artist does.”

JARON LANIER: Well, I mean, Kevin was one of that circle so long ago that I mentioned, and Kevin and I used to talk about this stuff endlessly in the eighties, and we still talk about it today, we still argue. Wow, in fact—There’s some really interesting early documents about this that maybe will come out sometime about how we came to this sort of ideology. Kevin’s still there and I’m not, so we disagree at this point. You know, what I would say about this is of course it’s true that we all build on each other, that’s how—what else could it be? But the key thing, there are two things to understand. One is that if there was a monetized network, it could account for that very easily. I mean, the very first idea for how to build a digital network that people could use was Ted Nelson’s work in 1960, and it included—
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Yeah, I was going to ask you about him.

JARON LANIER: Not only micropayments but inherited micropayments, so if you used somebody’s thing, and they used somebody’s thing, and they used somebody else’s thing, that the micropayments could flow through back to—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And do you think there’s a way of doing that now?

JARON LANIER: It’s so much simpler than what we do now too. Because how we run the Internet now is like is really crazily complicated and very hard to manage. This would actually I believe create a simpler system but and also a more energy-efficient one, there are a lot of benefits to it, but—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And it would be better for our economy.

JARON LANIER: You can totally account for reuse in a system like this. In fact, it would be better than copyright or openness. Right now, there’s two choices. Either everything’s open for the benefit of whoever has the biggest computer, or things are all closed off by copyright law. In this system, everything would be accessible all the time, so it would be as open, you wouldn’t have the copyright barriers, but at the same time, there would be this flow of micropayments so that people would benefit. So in other words you don’t have to make this choice between paying artists and—to pay artists doesn’t mean to close off information and deny it to people. That’s a huge mistake we made. We believed that if you paid artists, it would mean denying people the art. That’s actually false. That was just a part of the boo-boo, you know. 
So the other thing I want to say is that there’s a tendency to treat trivial reuse or mashups as being as valuable as profound ones. So for instance you can—in Gadget the example I used was Thelonius Monk, whose birthday it is today. He used to stride piano cutting sessions in Harlem all night long. He eventually figured out a way to turn out this stride style again in this extraordinary modernist wild way that also had this incredible inner warmth coming out. So the thing is he both copied and reused but also added something profound of his own at the same time and you have to reach that bar, you have to do both, you can’t just sort of slap some stuff together. You know you can get Apple Garage Band, and you can say, “Oh, I’m going to some Indonesian rhythm with this guitar thing,” and it’s so easy that you’re not really putting yourself in it so of course you have to reuse but it has to be you doing it.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Charlie Mingus said, you can only improvise. “In order to improvise, you have to improvise on something.”

JARON LANIER: Yes, yes, yes. Absolutely. So I mean like to take a bunch of —I don’t even know how to—there’s no reason to trivialize—you don’t have to make this choice between trivializing yourself or sealing yourself off from your heritage. You can be fully you and also fully channel your heritage, and that’s the option that is sort of the hardest to get at right now. Because there’s this notion of all the information of the world being sort of regularized and equally available for the benefit of these big computers, and then whenever you regurgitate it into something, what’s really going on is the way you regurgitate it is being measured by those big computers to affect you. 
This gets a little tricky. Let me try to explain this. In the book I tell this story about in the early nineties I was consulting to some of the people who ran American health insurance companies. And the guy who was at that time the CEO of the largest health insurance company in the U.S. was explaining this epiphany he had. He was saying, “You know, in the old days, if I wanted to grow my business, I’d insure more people, you know, that’s what I could do, but now that I have big computers and data from all these people I can start to analyze them and predict them and I can start to only insure the people who won’t need it. And so my incentive structure is now to insure as few people as possible, that makes, that creates my profit,” so there’s this complete reversal. And of course that’s become this epochal struggle about health care so in a way the government shutdown and all this stuff is about Big Data policy, you know, at its core. 
So the thing is where does this data come from that tells you who to insure and not to insure? You might think it’s only medical conditions but these correlative algorithms are kind of blind, it’s really a strange thing. Like, if you look at how they work, there might be a weird thing where people who—I don’t know, like people who have dogs might get a certain kind of disease more often, or people who buy a certain color of car, just weird things, and the algorithms don’t care. They don’t care if it makes sense, and a lot of times these—there’s just sort of random correlations that end up being consequential in the way these things are calculated. 
Your credit options, your education options, all these things are being colored by Big Data algorithms that are gathering all kinds of data and mixing and matching them in this mindless way, and so so the thing is while you are just sort of playing in this trivial way with “well, who am I going to like, who am I not going to like. Maybe I’ll mash up this and that and I’ll send somebody this link.” All that stuff is being fed into these algorithms that are actually of consequence to you, it’s truly strange. 
But the thing is because statistical math is valid, sometimes these correlations will often, create—pick up on a trend line that will be good for a while. So they’ll actually be valid for a little while. But they don’t represent anything deep about you, so they’ll fail at some point just as well. But because they always work at first, they seduce the people with the big computers into believing they have this magic lantern, this infinite well of value, and so they just can’t give it up, they become addicted to it. They become just as addicted as a user. Both the people at the top and the people in the bottom are addicted to this stupid thing. It’s a very perverse system.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: As we slowly close down to open it to questions, I have a question to read out to you from one of my colleagues here at the Library. Mary Lee Kennedy says, “Assuming that the pathway forward to creating a stronger middle class is through expanding their role in the digital economy, what do cultural and educational institutions, and more parochially public libraries, need to take on right now that is different but potentially game changing?”
JARON LANIER: Well, there are a few things to say about that. There’s a remarkable thing about the public library. If you go to the public library to learn about something, and you do it with paper books, it’s the only instance in which you can learn in our society today in which you aren’t under observation. It’s the last place where you can have private learning. Isn’t that remarkable? 
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Yeah. 

JARON LANIER: This is the very last bastion where you’re not being spied upon. So my reason for mourning the decline in physical libraries is not, I mean, I’m all for efficiency, and I’m not antidigital but the loss of this last little space where you’re not being observed is really a tragedy and hopefully we’ll create others. But the other thing that we have to say is that at the moment, public institutions, particularly the universities, are racing to join into this digital system that will lead them to oblivion. So the MOOC movement, which is the massive online courses. These—
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: There are advantages to it but—

JARON LANIER: No, of course, there’s always wonderful things. Like, I’m pro-efficiency. There’s no denying what’s great about it, there’s no denying that it’s wonderful to bring educational opportunities to more people, but the problem is that because it’s based on an economy of information being free, it will sort everybody into this power-law-style curve. So you’ll have your Harvards and your Stanfords, who will survive as a brand, then you kill all the intermediate schools. 
But, I mean, I remember—God, I have a lot of Egyptian friends, mostly through music, and, you know, seeing all those bright kids during the first Egyptian revolution, and you’re thinking, wow, it’s great that they used information tools, it’s great that they’re modern, it’s great they have so much hope, but then you realize, where are their jobs going to come from? Twitter is not going to create jobs and MOOCs aren’t going to create professorships, they’re going to leach those jobs away. So, you know, in a way it’s a tease, the political power of these information tools allow people to organize and complain and articulate, but then it undermines the economic options they should have at the end of the story, and so it’s ultimately a failure.

And I’m terribly concerned about education going the same way as music and all the other things. The loss will be tremendous because as with the Wikipedia, you know, each—it’s not just that there are different colleges because there are a lot of people to serve in different geographic locations. Each college, each university, has its own little culture, it has its own quality and this is even true in technical—I don’t know, in Berkeley, where I am, there’s a kind of Bayseian math, we have a particular school, there’s a whole culture around it, it’s a very particular thing, and we can’t just let that all be flattened into one global education system with a few brands where everybody goes to the top classes. 
So there’s this—you both, you know, when you use those things it’s wonderful to get access to that information but under the current economic system it means you’re gradually leaching away your own potential future and you’re also ruining intellectual diversity. There’s no reason it has to be that way. I’m sure we can get the benefits of making education more available without these other problems, but anyway the current pattern is really screwed up.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: In the closing of your book you have this line that does haunt me. You say, “I miss the future.”

JARON LANIER: Yeah. What I mean by that—That’s a funny one. Because when, you know, you think that if you write a line that people will quote or notice, it’s because you thought, “Oh, what a great line,” but actually I just zoomed right through that and didn’t even notice.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Should I read the context for you?

JARON LANIER: No, I believe you. I believe you.
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: No, I’ll read the context for it. “I miss the future. We have low expectations of it these days.” It’s a chapter heading called “Back to the Beach.” “When I was a kid my generation reasonably expected moon colonies and flying cars by now. Instead we have entered the Big Data era. Progress has become complicated and slow. Genomics is amazing, but the benefits to medicine don’t burst forth like a lightning bolt. Instead, they grow like a slow crop. The age of silver bullets seems to have retired around the time networking got good and data became big.”

JARON LANIER: Yea, that sounds like me. (laughter) After I write these things I sort of don’t read them again.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Well, other people do.

JARON LANIER: Well, good. Good for them. Yeah, this gets back to what Adam Smith said about how if an economy isn’t expanding it’s cruel to the participants. And there’s a problem that we’ve found that there’s so much commercial advantage and just such a power rush, such access to influence just by consolidating the power of big computers that in a way that incentive I think has distracted us from doing real stuff. Now, of course that’s not universally true, there’s a lot of people doing real stuff and mining asteroids or whatever, and I applaud all of that. But there’s an incredible amount of energy towards just trying to fight over who can control the big computer to have this and it’s not real, it’s all an illusion. 
When I talk to students graduating from computer science programs now, their ambition is, “Oh, I’m going to work for one of these intermediate data agencies or digital advertising placement things,” and the goal of that company is then to get bought by Google or something and to be part of the big consolidation. So everybody’s struggling to get closer and closer to the biggest computers, and there’s something pathetic about it and I do think that it’s a particularly myopic feeling for the future, and I do miss the more genuine sense of the future that I think we had and I hope we get it back soon.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Is that as hopeful as you get?

JARON LANIER: I feel tremendously hopeful and optimistic. I’m always puzzled by this question about optimism. Probably the most common question I get—
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I did say hope, which is different than optimism.

JARON LANIER: That’s true. I see tremendous hope. I mean, you know, we’re so tantalizingly close. Our world’s gotten so much better through technology in the past centuries and in the past decades in terms of just life expectancy and infant mortality and that sort of thing and it continues around the world, despite all the poverty and hunger. It’s actually—technology is reaching people, it’s making a difference. I think this project of improving technology has really proven itself to be worthwhile. So I think that I have tremendous hope that it can continue. And I think it’s hard to imagine a more hopeful activity than being a technologist, really, and yet we have to avoid the seductions, because as we improve our powers we can believe that, you know, we get seduced by our own improved powers. We become narcissists of power, and that’s the great danger of it.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Jaron Lanier has accepted to take some questions. We’ll have a mic put right in the middle here and the lights turned up. I’d like to thank you very much.

JARON LANIER: Certainly.

(applause)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Now, please come up and unlike myself, I believe that questions can be asked in about fifty-two seconds, so go ahead.

JARON LANIER: The timer’s running.

Q: I really enjoyed your talk and your book. Books, I bought both. I’d like to ask you something about you mentioned this power-law curve. 
JARON LANIER: Yeah.

Q: It’s also called Zipf’s Law. It was for George Kingsley Zipf, who was a Harvard professor back in the 1940s. Anyway, he claimed that this law is a result of people individually and collectively taking what they believe is the path of least effort, taking the easy route, and if he’s right, is your proposal for this micro the path of least effort, or would it involve more effort than not doing it and if it does what are the chances of it succeeding?
JARON LANIER: Well, what I would argue is that it’s—if the path of least effort is within a highly unified system, so one example is the topology of all the hubs, all the spokes connecting to a single hub. But it could also be everybody looking at exactly the same problem and then the distribution of solutions will be a power law. But what you really want is a diverse system, you want something like an ecosystem. And so in that case that’s where you start to get diverse results of measurements, which then center on a value and you get a normal distribution. So the key thing is to have a network that promotes diversity of cognition and approaches to problems, and it has to be thickly connected. So it really—you can set it up to go either way. We’ve set it up to go the wrong way. So it’s not just least effort, it’s least effort within a monotonous context.

Q: Hi. So I’m actually very curious about—you were talking about the proximity to the most powerful computers. I’m interested in what you think about the democratization of the physical layer. You’re talking about especially in this country the people controlling the last mile, how people access data, and I’d love to hear your thoughts on that.

JARON LANIER: Yeah, well, you know—The digital world has become this massive scramble to be able to achieve some kind of blackmail against everybody else. I mean, it’s really crazy. So there’s the people who are trying to control the last mile or the last inch or something and they’re saying, “You know, if you want to go online you have to go through this thing, you know.” That’s one area but there are a zillion others. 
A great thing is Adblock versus Google. So Google originally said, “Oh, we’ll only show you the useful ads the ads you want.” And then Adblock comes along and says, “Hey put in our plug-in and we can block ads,” and everybody says, “I’m going to block all the ads.” And by the way the interesting thing is the most valuable people, the people from whom somebody can make the most money are the ones who block the most, you know, not surprising, I don’t think. And so and then now guess what, Adblock says, “Oh, we only let through the useful ads.” “What do you mean, you let through ads? I thought you were blocking ads.” No, Google pays them to let through. So it’s become like this blackmail. So at every turn everybody’s trying to get their own way to control the flow, whether it’s the literal flow of bits in the last mile or whether it’s the flow of particular bits, so there’s this massive scramble of omnidirectional blackmail, which has got to be just the most moronic way to run a network, you know, so I hope we can outgrow it.

Q: Hi Jaron. So I read in your most recent book you were thanking Microsoft for allowing such a kind of crazy researcher to work for their company. And as a fellow worker for a Silicon Valley company, and I know a lot of other people are probably also Silicon Valley or Silicon Alley employees—How do you operate for a corporation that you may have differing views on, and how do you not like totally piss off either your boss or people you work with, (laughter) because in my work I feel like I am pissing off a lot of people when I express my either antireductionist views or my interest in humanistic information economies, and I was hoping that maybe you could share some of your experiences on that.

JARON LANIER: Well, I mean, so the most important thing to say is it’s just like being an American. Like, I mean, America does lots of stuff that pisses me off like intensely and I sometimes feel ashamed or depressed about. But I still love it, you know, I mean, I really do. I don’t love Microsoft in the same way, companies aren’t that important. 
But I’ll tell you the story of how I ended up there. It’s kind of funny. There was a little company, a startup that I had with some friends in the late nineties that Google ended up buying. And it did machine learning and machine vision in particular, and really cool people and I still really adore them actually. But anyway I was at some party with—you know, Silicon Valley has its own social life where you go to these things where everybody shows up. I was talking to Sergey Brin and he was saying, “You should come join our labs, you know, everybody else from this company is, you’d love it, we’re going to do all this stuff.” And I said, “Well, that sounds great.” And he said, “But Jaron, there’s one thing, you write all this controversial stuff. Like, I mean, you can’t do that.” And Google’s been pretty uptight about people blogging and stuff, and I just attribute it to them being young. But anyway, Bill Gates was by there, and he said, “Hey, you know what? Every possible bad thing that can be said about Microsoft has been said about Microsoft (laughter) by everybody. Come work for us, we don’t care what you say.” (applause) 

So that’s actually what happened and I think the difference is really just age. It’s really just Microsoft, a lot of people have had kids and they’re starting to think a little bit more broadly, and you see people change. And they—sometimes people get more rigid as they age, but a lot of times they actually open up, and I expect Google to go through that transformation at some point. That’s one area where I’m optimistic.

Q: Thank you.

JARON LANIER: Sure.

Q: It’s often argued that digital music is ruining the appreciation of music, and I can see the argument because digital takes things away from music. However, as a technologist, who builds these efficiencies and appreciates them, what’s wrong with a digital book? People have nagged me that I read most of my books digitally, but my argument is the story is in the words, not the delivery.

JARON LANIER: Well, there’s a lot going on. So it’s hard to just give one answer. To just repeat what I said before, I’m really loath to judge other people’s decisions but the one thing I really want to criticize is everyone making the same decision. So if everybody only reads through a kindle or something I think that would be a disaster. But to tell a particular person not to read through a Kindle is preposterous if it’s working for them. So I think the right thing to look for is consideration, consciousness, and diversity, and the wrong thing to do is to judge other people who might understand themselves better than one does, right? So that’s the most important thing to say. And as far as what digital brings and takes away. There’s this sort of—I described the issue with musical notes earlier, and there’s that sort of thing. 
I have to say that every author I know has pointed out that the paper versions somehow seem to be have more integrity over time, because the e-versions get modified and little mistakes end up in getting into them that don’t get fixed and there’s a kind of a looseness. And the ideology is that it should get fixed because there’s more people that can fix this fluid thing like a Wikipedia article but the truth is it doesn’t happen. My friend Ed Frankel, who just published a book on math called Love for Math, had to waste two weeks going through the eBook versions fixing all these things that nobody understands where these mistakes came from, it’s just this bizarre thing. The other thing—look, there’s this illusion that information is abstract, and information is never abstract, information is only embodied, there’s no such thing as abstract information. This is in a way I wish I had more time to talk about this, because this is very central. How long an answer can I give?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I think you should give a good answer.

JARON LANIER: All right, well, you might want to sit down. (laughter) But okay so one of the examples I give in the book is Maxwell’s Demon. Maxwell’s Demon is an imaginary creature who’s used as a teaching tool for basic thermodynamics. The idea is he’s sitting at a juncture between two vats of some kind of fluid and he’s measuring the little molecules, and if there’s a hot molecule on one side, he’ll open the little door just briefly while it approaches the door so it will tend to go on the other side and if there’s a cold molecule from that side he’ll do the same thing. And by doing nothing but measuring the molecules and opening this little door at opportune moments he gradually segregates the molecules into hot and cold. And then he can open another door and run a turbine when they remix and he has perpetual motion, right? So what’s wrong with that? It would solve the energy crisis. 
Of course it doesn’t work, because this is what we call no free lunch and the reason it doesn’t work is interesting, though. The act of measurement requires storing the information where the molecule was and just that act—to be able to tell whether it’s a jumpy hot molecule or a languorous cold one—just that act takes more work than you can regain from the turbine, right? So information is always real. There’s no such thing as abstract information. And, by the way, the usual reason I bring this up is that remember I was talking about that health insurance executive? He’s trying to be Maxwell’s Demon. He’s trying to say, “I’m going to put the healthy patients in one vat and the unhealthy patients in the other vat and get infinite profits automatically,” a perpetual motion machine. 
Wall Street high-frequency traders, some of you are probably here, hey there, (laughter) are doing exactly the same thing. Everybody with a big computer is being seduced into this illusion that they can be Maxwell’s Demon and get a perpetual motion machine, the perfect profit engine, or if you’re the NSA, the perfect security system, and it’s always fake, it’s always phony, it’s never true. So, anyway, I’ve gone a bit afield here from your question. 
I left out one little funny bit about that health insurance executive. And so I’m going to tell you something that’s absolutely true. You might not believe me, but it’s totally true. When he told me—when he was saying he’d had this epiphany that he could make more money by not insuring people than by insuring people, there was this huge whizzing sound, this rushing sound like I’d never heard before, and then there was this explosion and an earthquake. And it turns out there’d been a meteor strike right by our building, (laughter) and it’s the weirdest thing, because I’ve been around lightning strikes a few times, but never a meteor strike. So if any of you are young astronomy students and you want to study meteors, my advice is to get an American health insurance executive, put them at some distance from your station in a field, secure them, set up your instruments, and it shouldn’t take too long. (laughter)

But anyway, getting back. So the thing is information is always real, it’s always physical, so it’s when we pretend it’s abstract is when we confuse ourselves. It’s when you get into the physicality of computers that they get good, actually. You know, and all the people who are really good designers actually kind of love the physicality of them. Like, you know, people who design the gadgets that you want to use are really into how the glass feels and what the pixels are like, and what’s the response like, and you really get into that, that’s what makes them work, or in the case of one I worked on a while ago, Kinect, you know, like trying to really figure out like how can you move with the thing. If you want to use computers well don’t think of them as abstract entities, because they actually aren’t.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: We’ll take three last questions.

Q: Hi, we’re here in a library, and talking about libraries and we’re all interested, I think, in why people come to libraries and why they should come to libraries and how libraries will prosper. In your last book you talk about the idea of levees, which are sort of dams that can temporarily dam up flows of information or money to benefit certain groups, and that if there are more small levees maybe that’s better than maybe one big channel of money or information potentially, more of an ecosystem. I guess my question is would it be possible theoretically to set up libraries as a levee somehow between either what you call large servers and individuals, such that in libraries content is being created now sometimes, sometimes people are actually making things, they go there to read, but sometimes they even make music, for example. And so would it be possible theoretically to set up things such that if you go to a library and you either participate in a social network or do your banking or make stuff, anything, could the library be an intermediary levee between you and the larger world, and, if so, could make that libraries, could some of that benefit flow to libraries and to the individuals who are in libraries?

JARON LANIER: There are some libraries that are redefining themselves as what we call maker spaces, where people come to use tools that they wouldn’t otherwise have access to, and it’s a very interesting idea, and I think really—it comes down to the economics and the politics. If that’s what was happening instead of a society overall shifting could librarians resist the pressure of the various spying classes to turn into spying operations? To our horror, it turns out our tech companies couldn’t, because it was the law and it might be the case for librarians, too. So I think it’s better to try to think about shifting the overall system than to have this particular exception case, because there’s a target painted on it at that point.

Q: So maybe a better route for libraries is to stay more real.

JARON LANIER: You know, this question of what should happen with libraries is a hard one. I’ve been asked to speak about it a lot lately, and I think not all libraries are the same. Some libraries have a particular culture of scholarship around them and then what they should be about is that culture. Some libraries have an urban culture around them and a community around them, and then they should be about that. And I know there’s some people who feel that this library has lost a bit of that role that it could have had. 
But I think the thing to do is to not think about the library as an abstract category but to look at what it’s actually achieving and how it matters to people and try to understand that and then figure out what in that canon should be preserved or should be a seed for whatever comes next. I think the thing that is most dangerous about our time is this tendency to conflate everything digitally and say, “Oh, what should the library do?” They’re not all the same. People aren’t all the same even if they’re on Facebook. Libraries aren’t all the same even if they’re being challenged by similar processes. I think the usual best way out is to try to look at something and really understand it deeply for what it is instead of for the categories and then sometimes an answer will pop up. But I can’t—it’s very hard to come up something, saying, “all libraries should have this happen to them.” That’s a rough one.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Two last good questions.

Q: If there were millions of musicians sitting here, a critical mass of musicians, and we all wanted to have a united voice to somehow make a difference for our industry to do something and we said, “Lead us, tell us what to do,” would you have an opinion on what to do?

JARON LANIER: My current thought is that the best next thing to do is to capture one of the emerging technological platforms that’s coming out, like for example 3-D printing. 3-D printing is being introduced with the Linux ideology where you share the designs freely on sites like Thingaverse, and people don’t get paid for them and all that. If not 3-D printing then any of a number of dozens of others that are coming, in the book I list a whole bunch of them including artificial glands that will synthesize drugs as you need them and that kind of stuff. Anyway when one of these things becomes widespread and there’s this new automation and this new efficiency that makes whole industries disappear. Just as an experiment try setting it up along the lines that I’ve been describing, where there are universal micropayments and people are paid and all that stuff and see what happens. If it’s a total disaster and everybody’s miserable then that’s important information, but if people are happy and things are going better, then that’s information. So the thing about music is it’s already been deflated, it’s already been decimated or worse than decimated, and so it’s kind of too late, the experiment has to happen elsewhere, and we have to wait patiently for that experiment.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I’m sorry to say one last question.

Q: I’m very interested in—as this previous question about applications to your idea to music and I remember one of the first systems that started it all was Napster, and in Napster every user had a somewhat a micropayment but it wasn’t cash, it was bandwidth, and essentially if you shared more songs you somewhat got rewarded by a system. I was wondering whether this was sort of similar to the blueprint of what the sort of economic systems you’re talking about look like, and after, you know, in more recent musical apps this sort of idea of being rewarded for your data kind of disappeared a little bit and was centralized.

JARON LANIER: Right. Well, you know, Napster happened before—to my knowledge, Napster never had a spy system going. In other words there wasn’t some secret computation going on that was building profiles of individual Napster users in order to have predictive behavioral models that then could be sold to advertisers or investors or bankers or something. Napster existed prior to the system I’m talking about taking over. One of the things I go into in the book. You can’t really equate barter with real commerce so long as real commerce matters in anything in your life. So if you have to pay real money for rent or something, being able to barter for access to songs or something doesn’t really help you. There has to be—in a market, there has to be sort of one currency and everything has to be a real transaction or else it all falls apart, and you end up being stuck in a company store or something. In other writings I compared it to the American West where you had free land, but it was all in the service of the monopolized railroad to get to it or something like that. So a barter system that rewards people only on limited terms that are take it or leave it terms whereas there’s somebody else who’s making real money, is just not a real solution, and it can’t be.

Q: But in a way Napster was not that, so maybe the system that you’re talking about is has that spirit of sharing data and—

JARON LANIER: It’s certainly. You know what’s weird, is I feel like the word sharing has been so badly corrupted that I can’t use it anymore. It’s kind of funny—there’s this weird—there’s this kind of imperialism of the language that’s going on in nerd culture. For instance, it used to be I’d go to these philosophy of consciousness conferences, I don’t really write on this topic anymore, but people would say, well, “Is consciousness, can a machine have it?” And then what happened is that term was gradually taken over by one camp so that consciousness just became the model within a program of the rest of the program. You know, it was turned into exactly the opposite of what it was originally coined to refer to as something exceptional to that. The same thing’s happened with sharing. Like, you really can’t use that word anymore without bringing up all this nonsense about a sharing economy which is actually totally unfair to those who share, so you have to gradually sort of back off from using the words that have been colonized, because they’re really not—they don’t have their original meaning anymore. It’s a strange thing, just like the libraries, parts of our vocabulary are being shut down.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Jaron Lanier. Thank you very much.

(applause)
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