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Book Review – You Are Not a Gadget: A Manifesto
Are you a gadget – a small cog, an uneventful flat object, a tiny piece of the collective whole throwing away your individuality for the sake of being accepted in the noosphere of the rising online world? Before you answer look closely to Jaron Lanier – often called the father of virtual reality – and his critique and concern of our newly gadget filled social scene. In his poignant dismissal yet often metaphysically enlightening book You Are Not a Gadget: A Manifesto, Lanier admonishes the Web 2.0 culture directing most of his criticism towards social networking – Facebook in particular – lack of innovation, and a social collective quietly but quickly losing any form of individuality, creativity, and the greater parts that make us human.


From the start Lanier quickly turns his attention the world of social networks, blogs, wikis, YouTube, and the anonymous state users and programmers of Web 2.0 applications have transformed the web into. Beyond the social ramifications, the new mashups, fandom responses, and the ability to react faceless without conscience or accountability have lead to a social and spiritual form of defecation. He reinforces the values often lost in the mob mentality anonymity and the power – often misused – this anonymity creates. 

This mob mentality Lanier speaks of is often seen in the world of education. As the rise of Web 2.0 technologies enter the education lexicon and become talking points, hip words of educational youth, the beginning – and according to Lanier – and ultimately the end of innovation in our youth will the cosmic educational machine revamp itself from one evil – the present institutional structure of education – to that of an “open Culture”? Lanier explains that when one gives technological “bits” life – when one willing hands over the reins of the human condition allowing technology to make human decisions – whether it be friend suggestions, dating choices, et cetera – based upon data that boxes in humanity, flattens humanity, and categorizes humanity into a “cloud” or “noosphere” or “bits”. 

Lanier’s manifesto lashes at technology – if used in this flat, uncreative, rehashing of the old sort of way – that removes the science of discovery and the innovation to make creative choices. Ultimately, one loses the individuality, imperfections, and creativity that remove the user from the “bits” – numbers, on and off switches – of the emerging technology. 
Unfortunately what Lanier forgets is that human nature strives for the collective. Through out history whether through religious “clouds”, political “clouds”, and/or social “clouds” the human need or want to belong supersedes the individual. The great essayists of the American Transcendentalist movement – Thoreau, Emerson, and the like – touched upon the same strive for nonconformity and individualism during the early to middle years of the nineteenth century. Loss of creativity, individuality, and innovation is nothing new – there was only one Einstein, Shakespeare, Jobs, Lanier. If this were not the case would they not themselves form a “cloud” or collective watering down their accomplishments? So one must question ones self: Can there be such a thing as a collective “cloud” of individuality? 
Where his predecessors failed, Lanier at least attempts to go beyond stating the problem and seek an answer. Will his suggestions for a brighter future where the Internet becomes the great equalizer of economic, social, and creative status? Will his insight dig this extension of the flat, lossless generation x and create a vibrant innovative youth that stands apart from those a decade before them? Enlightening as it may seem – only the future can tell.
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