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CHAPTER 2

an apocalypse of
self-abdication
I hope will not be locked in rest on a philosophical foundation that I sometimes call cybernetic totalism. It
applies metaphors from certain strains of computer science to
people and the rest of reality. Pragmatic objections to this philosophy are presented.

THE IDEAS THAT

What Do You Do When the Techies
Are Crazier Than the Luddites?
The Singularity is an apocalyptic idea originally proposed by John von
Neumann, one of the inventors of digital computation, and elucidated by
ﬁgures such as Vernor Vinge and Ray Kurzweil.
There are many versions of the fantasy of the Singularity. Here’s the
one Marvin Minsky used to tell over the dinner table in the early 1980s:
One day soon, maybe twenty or thirty years into the twenty-ﬁrst century,
computers and robots will be able to construct copies of themselves, and
these copies will be a little better than the originals because of intelligent software. The second generation of robots will then make a third,
but it will take less time, because of the improvements over the ﬁrst
generation.
The process will repeat. Successive generations will be ever smarter
and will appear ever faster. People might think they’re in control, until
one ﬁne day the rate of robot improvement ramps up so quickly that
superintelligent robots will suddenly rule the Earth.
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In some versions of the story, the robots are imagined to be microscopic, forming a “gray goo” that eats the Earth; or else the internet itself
comes alive and rallies all the net-connected machines into an army to
control the affairs of the planet. Humans might then enjoy immortality
within virtual reality, because the global brain would be so huge that it
would be absolutely easy—a no-brainer, if you will—for it to host all our
consciousnesses for eternity.
The coming Singularity is a popular belief in the society of technologists. Singularity books are as common in a computer science department as Rapture images are in an evangelical bookstore.
(Just in case you are not familiar with the Rapture, it is a colorful
belief in American evangelical culture about the Christian apocalypse.
When I was growing up in rural New Mexico, Rapture paintings would
often be found in places like gas stations or hardware stores. They would
usually include cars crashing into each other because the virtuous drivers had suddenly disappeared, having been called to heaven just before
the onset of hell on Earth. The immensely popular Left Behind novels
also describe this scenario.)
There might be some truth to the ideas associated with the Singularity at the very largest scale of reality. It might be true that on some vast
cosmic basis, higher and higher forms of consciousness inevitably arise,
until the whole universe becomes a brain, or something along those
lines. Even at much smaller scales of millions or even thousands of
years, it is more exciting to imagine humanity evolving into a more wonderful state than we can presently articulate. The only alternatives would
be extinction or stodgy stasis, which would be a little disappointing and
sad, so let us hope for transcendence of the human condition, as we now
understand it.
The difference between sanity and fanaticism is found in how well the
believer can avoid confusing consequential differences in timing. If you
believe the Rapture is imminent, ﬁxing the problems of this life might
not be your greatest priority. You might even be eager to embrace wars
and tolerate poverty and disease in others to bring about the conditions
that could prod the Rapture into being. In the same way, if you believe
the Singularity is coming soon, you might cease to design technology to
serve humans, and prepare instead for the grand events it will bring.
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But in either case, the rest of us would never know if you had been
right. Technology working well to improve the human condition is
detectable, and you can see that possibility portrayed in optimistic science ﬁction like Star Trek.
The Singularity, however, would involve people dying in the ﬂesh and
being uploaded into a computer and remaining conscious, or people
simply being annihilated in an imperceptible instant before a new superconsciousness takes over the Earth. The Rapture and the Singularity
share one thing in common: they can never be veriﬁed by the living.

You Need Culture to Even Perceive
Information Technology
Ever more extreme claims are routinely promoted in the new digital climate. Bits are presented as if they were alive, while humans are transient
fragments. Real people must have left all those anonymous comments
on blogs and video clips, but who knows where they are now, or if they
are dead? The digital hive is growing at the expense of individuality.
Kevin Kelly says that we don’t need authors anymore, that all the ideas
of the world, all the fragments that used to be assembled into coherent
books by identiﬁable authors, can be combined into one single, global
book. Wired editor Chris Anderson proposes that science should no
longer seek theories that scientists can understand, because the digital
cloud will understand them better anyway.*
Antihuman rhetoric is fascinating in the same way that selfdestruction is fascinating: it offends us, but we cannot look away.
The antihuman approach to computation is one of the most baseless
ideas in human history. A computer isn’t even there unless a person
experiences it. There will be a warm mass of patterned silicon with electricity coursing through it, but the bits don’t mean anything without a
cultured person to interpret them.
This is not solipsism. You can believe that your mind makes up the
world, but a bullet will still kill you. A virtual bullet, however, doesn’t
*

Chris Anderson, “The End of Theory,” Wired, June 23, 2008 (www.wired.com/science/
discoveries/magazine/16-07/pb_theory).
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even exist unless there is a person to recognize it as a representation of a
bullet. Guns are real in a way that computers are not.

Making People Obsolete So That
Computers Seem More Advanced
Many of today’s Silicon Valley intellectuals seem to have embraced what
used to be speculations as certainties, without the spirit of unbounded
curiosity that originally gave rise to them. Ideas that were once tucked
away in the obscure world of artiﬁcial intelligence labs have gone mainstream in tech culture. The ﬁrst tenet of this new culture is that all of
reality, including humans, is one big information system. That doesn’t
mean we are condemned to a meaningless existence. Instead there is a
new kind of manifest destiny that provides us with a mission to accomplish. The meaning of life, in this view, is making the digital system we
call reality function at ever-higher “levels of description.”
People pretend to know what “levels of description” means, but I
doubt anyone really does. A web page is thought to represent a higher
level of description than a single letter, while a brain is a higher level
than a web page. An increasingly common extension of this notion is
that the net as a whole is or soon will be a higher level than a brain.
There’s nothing special about the place of humans in this scheme.
Computers will soon get so big and fast and the net so rich with information that people will be obsolete, either left behind like the characters in
Rapture novels or subsumed into some cyber-superhuman something.
Silicon Valley culture has taken to enshrining this vague idea and
spreading it in the way that only technologists can. Since implementation speaks louder than words, ideas can be spread in the designs of software. If you believe the distinction between the roles of people and
computers is starting to dissolve, you might express that—as some
friends of mine at Microsoft once did—by designing features for a word
processor that are supposed to know what you want, such as when you
want to start an outline within your document. You might have had the
experience of having Microsoft Word suddenly determine, at the wrong
moment, that you are creating an indented outline. While I am all for the
automation of petty tasks, this is different.
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From my point of view, this type of design feature is nonsense, since
you end up having to work more than you would otherwise in order to
manipulate the software’s expectations of you. The real function of the
feature isn’t to make life easier for people. Instead, it promotes a new
philosophy: that the computer is evolving into a life-form that can understand people better than people can understand themselves.
Another example is what I call the “race to be most meta.” If a design
like Facebook or Twitter depersonalizes people a little bit, then another
service like Friendfeed—which may not even exist by the time this book
is published—might soon come along to aggregate the previous layers of
aggregation, making individual people even more abstract, and the illusion of high-level metaness more celebrated.

Information Doesn’t Deserve to Be Free
“Information wants to be free.” So goes the saying. Stewart Brand, the
founder of the Whole Earth Catalog, seems to have said it ﬁrst.
I say that information doesn’t deserve to be free.
Cybernetic totalists love to think of the stuff as if it were alive and had
its own ideas and ambitions. But what if information is inanimate?
What if it’s even less than inanimate, a mere artifact of human thought?
What if only humans are real, and information is not?
Of course, there is a technical use of the term “information” that
refers to something entirely real. This is the kind of information that’s
related to entropy. But that fundamental kind of information, which
exists independently of the culture of an observer, is not the same as the
kind we can put in computers, the kind that supposedly wants to be free.
Information is alienated experience.
You can think of culturally decodable information as a potential form
of experience, very much as you can think of a brick resting on a ledge as
storing potential energy. When the brick is prodded to fall, the energy is
revealed. That is only possible because it was lifted into place at some
point in the past.
In the same way, stored information might cause experience to be
revealed if it is prodded in the right way. A ﬁle on a hard disk does indeed
contain information of the kind that objectively exists. The fact that the

28
From “You Are Not a Gadget,” by Jaron Lanier. Excerpted with permission of Alfred A. Knopf, the publisher.

From “You Are Not a Gadget,” by Jaron Lanier. Excerpted with permission of Alfred A. Knopf, the publisher.

