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The Tech Intellectuals

The good, bad, and ugly among our new breed of cybecritics, and the
economic imperatives that drive them.

Henry Farrell

A quarter of a century ago, Russell Jacoby lameahtedemise of the public intellectual. The causdeafth was an
improvement in material conditions. Public intetleedls—Dwight Macdonald, I.F. Stone, and their likeree had

little choice but to be independent. They had diiffly getting permanent welbaying jobs. However, as

universities began to expand, they offered new dppdies to erstwhile unemployables. The acadesmahded a
high price. Intellectuals had to turn away from public and toward the practiced obscurities ofleoaic research
and prose. In Jacoby’s description, these intelst‘no longer need[ed] or want[ed] a larger publi Campuses
[were] their homes; colleagues their audience; rgoaquhs and specialized journals their media.”

Over the last decade, conditions have changed .agaim possibilities are opening up for public iteetuals.
Internetfueled media such as blogs have made it much dasiaspiring intellectuals to publish their oping

They have fostered the creation of new intellectwalets (Jacobin The New Inquiry The Los Angeles Review of
Bookg, and helped revitalize some old ones tdbd Baffler Disseriy. Finally, and not least, they have provided
the meat for a new set of arguments about how carigations technology is reshaping society.

These debates have created opportunities for argemtebreed of professional argumerafters: technology

intellectuals. Like their predecessors of the 19 '60s, they often make a living without havtogvork for a
university. Indeed, the professoriate is beinghetind. Traditional academic disciplines (exceptd@w, which has
a magpielike fascination with new and shiny things) have lashard time keeping up. New technologies, to
traditionalists, are suspect: They are difficulpto down within traditional academic boundariex] ¢hey look a
little too fashionable to senior academics, whoddren nervous that their fields might somehow lneegublicly
relevant.

Many of these new public intellectuals are moréees sefmade. Others are scholars (often with uncomfortable

relationships with the academy, such as Clay Shakyunorthodox professor who is skeptical thattheéitional
university model can survive). Others still arerepteneurs, like technology and media writer ardcpster Jeff
Jarvis, working the angles between public arguraedtemerging business mod
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These various newnodel public intellectuals jostle together in aydifferent world from the old. They aren’t

trying to get reviewessays published ivissentor Commentaryinstead, they want to give TED talks that golvira

They argue with one another on a circuit of busramferences, academic meetings, ideas festaradispublic
entertainment. They write books, some excellehimstincoherent.

In some ways, the technology intellectuals are ngeraiinely public than their predecessors. The littagazines
were just that, little. They were written for aitelnd welteducated readership that could be measured ietise t
of thousands. By contrast, TED talks are viewednilBon times every month by a global audienceebple who
are mostly welteducated but are not setbnscious members of a cultural elite in the way the modal reader of
Partisan Reviemnight have been.

In other ways, they are less public. They are na@elogically constrained than either their predsoces or the
general population. There are few radicaHefngers, and fewer conservatives. Very many of teéraomewhere

on the spectrum between hard libertarianism andenade liberalism. These new intellectuals disagressues
such as privacy and security, but agree on mockjding basic values of toleration and willingnésset people
live their lives as they will. At their best, theffer an open and friendly pragmatism; at theirstioa vision of the
future that glosses over real politics, and diss®lthe spikiness, argumentativeness, and contsarofeactual
human beings into a flavorless celebration of dipal diversity.

This world of conversation and debate doesn’t flosupported in the air. It has an underlying fuaiteconomy,
which is intuitively understood by many of its peifgants. As Jacoby emphasizes, all debates abeasiare
shaped by their material conditions. The intellatpossibilities of the purported golden age of1B80s were in
part the product of bad pay, cheap rent, and al $miintensely engaged audience of readers. Tobde 1960s
and '70s were influenced by a burgeoning universystem, which rewarded intellectuals for writingpenetrably
for an audience of their peers.

The possibilities today reflect a different sehwdterial conditions again, which don’t determinéiwidual choices
so much as they pull on them, gently but insisyefithey influence what is discussed and what isvttp wins and
who loses. And much goes undiscussed. The worldngensus among technology intellectuals depictsrédvef
possibilities that seems starkly at odds with timeefican reality of skyrocketing political and ecario inequality.
It glosses over the deep conflicts and divisioad #xist in society and are plausibly growing woised the critics
of this consensus fare no better. They work withensame system as their targets, in ways that @mige their
rejoinders, and stunt the development of more lifiefs of argument.

Attention, Attention

Technology intellectuals work in an attention eaogoThey succeed if they attract enough attenticthémselves
and their message that they can make a living ftoltis not an easy thing to do: Most aspiringtteclogy
intellectuals fail, whether because of bad luclafsnic research shows that the market for attergibighly
chancy) or because the relevant audiences arégrested in hearing what they have to say.

This basic fact of the attention economy—how fewaamis truly master it—is obscured by rhetoric aliba
Internet’'s openness to new and wonderful thingshmelogy intellectuals like Chris Anderson arguat ttulture is
governed by a “long tail,” a statistical patternshich a few bands or books or magazines at thk pithe
distribution are very well known indeed, followey & rapid decline in visibility as the curve slogkesvn toward a

“long tail” of very many bands or books or whatewvenpm few people pay attention to. They claim that

Internet has changed the meaning of the longRaibple who don't like the things that everyone ék&s don't
have to pay attention to those things anymore.liitegnet has made it much easier for them to firthings they
dowant to pay attention to, and build a communityhvathers who share their tastes. If you prefezrkier bands
covering Deep Purple to Katy Perry, you will haveach easier time finding those bands and fellavs taday
than you would have two decades ago.

The metaphor of the long tail, though, is mislegdi@ertainly, it is easier to find obscure book®ands than it
used to be. But most people don’t want to find absthings—they want to focus their attention oratwveryone
else is paying attention to. Those who are alretiyin attention are likely to get richer, whikeetlong tail still
trails off into darkness and obscurity.

To do well in this economy, you do not have totgaure or become a contributing editor7ike New Republic
(although the latter probably doéshurt). You just need, somehow, to get lots ofgpedo pay attention to you.
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This attention can then be converted into more nateurrency. At the lower end, this will likelypvolve nothing
more than invitations to interesting conferences alittle consulting money. In the middle reachmExple can get
fellowships (often funded by technology companies3earch funding, and book contracts. At the highel,
people can snag big book deals and extremely Iuerapeaking engagements. These people can mady gaod
living from writing, public speaking, or some cométion of the two. But most of these aspiring ptsdre doing
their best to scramble up the slope of the stasiktistribution, jostling with one another as thigit to ascend,
terrified they will slip and fall backwards intoefabyss. The long tail is swarmed by multitudes) Wave a tiny
audience and still tinier chances of real financéabard.

This underlying economy of attention explains mtiet would otherwise be puzzling. For examples thie

evolutionary imperative that drives the ecologyemhnology culture conferences and public talkesEhevents
often bring together people who are willing to thdk free and audiences who just might take arréstan them.
Hopeful tech pundits compete, sometimes quite datgg, to speak at conferences like PopTech aroxTéven

though they don't get paid a penny for it. Aspigabégin on a modern version of the rublslicken circuit, road
testing their message and working their way up.

TED is the apex of this world. You don’t get morieya TED talk, but you can get plenty of attentieenough, in
many cases, to launch yourself as a wpalid speaker ($5,000 per engagement and up) druieess conference

circuit. While making your way up the hierarchyuyare encouraged to buff the rough patches from you
presentation again and again, sanding it downbieaatifully polished surface, which all too ofteved no more
than reflect your audience’s preconceptions batkeah.

A Culture of Conformity

Technology and media pundit Jeff Jarvis takesltig to an extreme. He is the authorléhatr Would Google
Do?: ReverseEngineering the Fastessrowing Company in the History of the Woddd Public Parts. How

Sharing in the Digital Age Improves the Way We Warld Live He is a prolific blogger and podcaster, and a
holotype of the technology intellectual as entithapted to fit a given set of material conditions.

Public intellectuals are supposed to explain idgasarguments for a larger public audience. Tedgyol
intellectuals such as Clay Shirky, Steven JohnBeecca MacKinnon, Ethan Zuckerman, Siva Vaidhyemgt
and Nicholas Carr write books that do just thigény different ways. For example, Shirkyere Comes
Everybodyapplies ideas from his study of economic transaatbsts to make a novel argument about how new
communications technologies allow us to organizseues without traditional organizations. His dos®ns can
surely be challenged, and Shirky has changed &issvin response to criticism, but they stand asdetof how to
communicate important ideas, simply and clearlyhtobroader public.

Jarvis’s two books, in contrast, are branding dsges; ritual objects of exchange, not meant tmthice new
insights so much as certify that the author ocaufiie role of the published guru. Rublic Partslarvis thanks
entrepreneur Seth Godin for having encouraged dibetome an author, recounting how Godin told thiat he
would be “a fool” not to write a book, and a bigdeol if he “thought the book was the goal.” Instethe book
should “build [Jarvis’s] public reputation, whichowid lead to other business.” And it has donethst. While
Jarvis’s first book sold reasonably well, its rdied were almost certainly dwarfed by other souofescome—he
claims that he requires up to $45,000 for a spep&imgagement.

Unsurprisingly, the books are neither interestinggood. Jarvis is a technology intellectual omlyhe sense that
he fills a particular sociological niche. Overlyopocative ideas would tarnish his brand. His baelsckage the
technology industry’s intellectual prejudices aetl 1em back, all the while highlighting the autlsanany
influential friends and the multitudes of importgeople who take him seriously. Like Randall J&g@resident
Robbins, Jarvis is so well attuned to his environinileat sometimes you cannot tell which is the emment and
which is Jarvis.

But Jarvis, however intellectually unappealingyas the real problem. Every economic elite, in g\age, has had
its overt courtiers. More worrying are the moretlihomages paid by the new culture of public delbathe
existing culture of the technology industry.

Technology debate relies tacitly or indirectly b tech industry for many things: funding of coeferes, support
of fellowship positions, speaking engagements,rat@asing public for technology books. And thisastie
manifests itself in the culture of argument. Neallyprominent technology intellectuals (Siva Vaidhathan and
Susan Crawford are honorable exceptions) sharaeadady entrepreneu’ conviction that business has a crucial
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role to play either in pushing back government tkenroom for marketriven entrepreneurialism (the libertarian
version) or working together with government to mélalky bureaucracy more publicly responsive (theral
leaning-toward-left version).

This is not a ridiculous position to hold. But wheis held by nearly everyone of prominence, nduocts toward a
drab uniformity, a narrowness of vision of the pbissthat plagues otherwise excellent books. Efidea's 7/e

Filter Bubbleis just one example of a fine book that takesagb and interesting problems (how technologies like
Google search, as they adapt to their users, nigfpree their prejudices) but that has only feeble
recommendations for how to solve them (better cafgopractices and perhaps a little bit more gawernt
oversight). Pariser, like most other technologegliettuals, takes it for granted that traditionalifics shouldn’t
enter the world of new technologies, even whengheshnologies generate big political problems.il&nty, Tim
Wu's The Master Switchas many wonderful insights about the persistamdency toward monopoly among large
communications firms. But as Paul Starr has poiotgdit assumes that government interventionviagé a
problem and never the solution.

There are few real leftvingers among technology intellectuals. There aendewer conservatives. The result is

both blandness and blindness. Most technologyléatelals agree on most things. They rarely delfatesxample,
how private spaces governed by large corporatioals as Google and Facebook can generate real iitexpuaf
power. Much of our life is conducted online, whishanother way of saying that much of our lifeamducted
under rules set by large private businesses, warelsubject neither to much regulation nor muchmeaket
competition. Facebook users may not like the wayghich Facebook uses their personal informatiomn thoeir
only real choices are to put up with it or to cwegrhselves off from a large part of their socia.liBut these
dilemmas go ignored by technology intellectualspwhnsistently find themselves tugged toward otbefier
issues, such as net neutrality, where the intecédbee public and of large technology firms arerenplausibly
compatible.

To be clear, this suasion isn't typically a prodottobbying or deliberate strategy by the techgglmdustry. It's
usually far more indirect. The people (and busiegsw/ho have pioneered the new technologies hawegst
convictions, which bleed over into the world of d&bthat they support and sometimes participaf€hase

convictions reflect both their experiences andrtkelf-interest.

Equally, this does not mean that current intellactiebates over technology are so compromised lzes weorthless;
for the most part, they are not. What it does medhat these debates have a tidal force that palscipants in
certain directions and not others. Some particgpdike the late Aaron Swartz, could artfully tdwkek and forth
across these debates, while persistently tryirgutiparticipants towards more directly politicalestions. Larry
Lessig, for example, credits Swartz with havinghmeshim to realize that the public problems he wdnb solve
could not be remedied without radically remaking thS. political system. However, to do as Swaidzsito work
against the current, which few are inclined to do.

Troll and Response

And what of the critics of these new technologyateb? Alas, the material conditions described abéfeet not
only the debates’ protagonists, but their critisswell. They help explain why these critics haveaame up with
any very convincing intellectual alternative to thainstream they anathematize. These critics wditkimthe
same economy of attention as the people they weaargue against, and labor under many of the sateleictual
burdens. Their obligation to gather attention undees their purported goals.

Take Digital Vertigg a recent book by the aspiring public intellectaradl media entrepreneur Andrew Keen. Its
main argument is a rambling diatribe on how theyygersonality of contemporary man” is threatengdhe
hypervisibility that we suffer as we all succumittie relentless scrutiny of social networks. Yét thitique is
simultaneously a calculated effort by the authds¢éoome scrutinized by as many people on as manigl so
networks as possible—Keen boasts about his nunieritter followers, makes it clear that he wouikkl to have

many more, and volunteers to the reader that hieeasp become a highly visible “supende.”

Keen'’s criticisms are selfindermining because his intellectual commitmenmt$ait is what they are, contradict his

interest in becoming a weknown technology intellectual. He wants both taecltthe economy of attention and

try his damnedest to succeed in it. The begiirpose is to attract notice and curry favor whithinfluentials whose
names Keen drops assiduously at every opportutstyery incoherence demonstrates the constrafoirngs that
it claims to have set its face against.
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The most extraordinary example of these contradfistis the wellknown cyberpessimist Evgeny Morozov.

Trolls—commentators who flout the norms of a gigemmunity in order to spur angry responses—areuitioigs
on the Internet. Morozov's success shows how tglian be a viable business model for aspiringipubl
intellectuals.

Morozov is a Belarusian who has received fellowsliipm the Open Society Institute, Yahoo!, the Nlawerica
Foundation, and Stanford University. He once belitthat new technologies had great political bésndfut has

spent the last several years vigorously and reglatenouncing the “techrotopianism” and “Internetentrism”

of other technologyfocused public intellectuals. His brand identitharsh denunciation. Morozov's first book,
The Net Delusiortook aim at some of the more ludicrous claimsualbow the Internet spread democracy
worldwide. His secondlo Save Everything, Click Hereries to do the same trick for technolefgcused efforts to

“solve” problems as varied as fixing potholes aonging terrorism.

Morozov owes his success to an instinctive gerougelveraging the weaknesses of the system agesakt He
shows how the attention economy can be hackedrmgaoe sufficiently dedicated to making himself iatpublic
nuisance. Morozov attacks prominent public intellats of technology, denigrating their motivatiami distorting
their arguments (sometimes to the point of intinathat these people are saying the opposite of thbg do say).
He then purports to refute the caricatures thdtiimself has created, and waits for the outragectisgaand
ensuing controversy to attract attention.

To take a few examples: In his most recent bookidiav depicts MIT Media Lab researcher Ethan Zutigar,

who repeatedly argues against grandiose claimghbadhternet will bring the world closer togethas, insisting

that “the reason people from Idaho have not y&ethto people from India-except when on hold with a call center
in Bangalore—is that [inadequate] technology somehas stood in the way.” Likewise in Morozov's ied,

Jonathan Zittrain, who wants opénternet advocates to accept the need for secamiysafe zones, becomes a

zealot opposed to gatekeeping in nearly every faemssig, a notoriously mitdnannered constitutional law

professor, is condemned for his “fanatical dedaatp the religion of Internetcentrism.” The unfiable Clay
Shirky “brims with populist, antiestablishment rdg&nd so on.

By criticizing prominent intellectuals in ways trere both offensive and extravagantly wrong, Movozmpts
these intellectuals to respond in public. Theipoese (and Morozov'’s further responses to the resgattracts
still more controversy and attention, fueling thexinphase of a repeating cycle. When this stratem¥s, it creates
a kind of perpetual motion machine of error andlisutbntroversy. The world being what it is, theogris
forgotten, the controversy remembered, enhancingpkt’s stature and lecture visibility.

Morozov’s relative success speaks to tensions leetilee new model of public intellectualism and dlder
academic one that it destabilizes around the edygspite his repeated references to the work abkggst of
science Bruno Latour, Morozov’'s approach is moréyajescribed by Pierre Bourdieu, another famow€n

sociologist. Bourdieu's most weknown book,Distinction depicts traditional intellectuals as engaged in a

perpetual semarticulated struggle against the welsourced bourgeoisie, in which they try to infldite value of

the intellectual and cultural capital that they acé in, while discounting the relative worth oene bourgeois
economic capital. Just in this way, Morozov selfagelf as a disinterested and true intellectuaptieimmersed in

the academic literature. He characterizes his oppisnin contrast, as a pack of opportunistic gligsiates on the
make.

Keen and Morozov do not solve the problems of eurtechnology debates: They exemplify them andesger
them in new forms. Both, in different ways, reproedhe system that they purport to attack. Bothugndriting
bad books because any interesting arguments thgyt imave in them are overwhelmed by their needsitipn
themselves in the attention economy. This is mastaly obvious in Keen'’s book, which in one breadihdemns

online “supernodes” and in the next proclaims Keen’s ambitiobéoome one. With his relentless desire to

become a network superpower by kissing up to tisealready have this coveted status, Keen i®albbviously
part of the problem that he affects to deplore.iBe&khe purported radicalism of an iconoclast afukt lurks the

unctuous garrulity of a teeindustry Dominick Dunne.

Morozov, in contrast, is all too happy to bite trend that feeds him, as long as it provokes higvito thrash
around sufficiently. Steven Johnson, a subject ofddov’s attentions, and the authorffiergencand other
excellent books, has memorably compared Morozda teampire slayer [who] has to keep planting capels a
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plastic fangs on his victims to stay in busine¥®t Morozov is perhaps better compared to the vesrtpmself,
affecting a lofty and aristocratic disdain so abétter mask his dependence on his victims foesasice. If he did
not have more mainstream technology intellectualsait, hisrmodus vivendivould collapse.

This hidden dependency ruins Morozov’s second bawiich, like Public Partsspends its energies promoting the
author’s brand rather than making a coherent argtifséare not too long into the Jarvis, lest itestato thee). Its

incoherence is deepened by Morozov’s efforts tthiurdiscomfit his enemies by touting sedigested arguments

from the academic literature. Here and there tkiehiats at a different, and genuinely fascinatipgnject on the
effect enduring political disagreements have oratkehabout technology, but the idea is never dpeele-it's the
cheap hits that get the love. Morozov certainly thascapacity to write a good and serious book—eitile be nice
to see him try.

Ideas Worth Spreading

Different incentives would lead to different delsatln a better world, technology intellectuals ntitfink more
seriously about the relationship between technofdgihange and economic inequality. Many technology
intellectuals think of the culture of Silicon Vallas inherently egalitarian, yet economist Jamdbrai¢h argues
that income inequality in the United States “hasrbdriven by capital gains and stock options, ngdatthe tech
sector.”

They might think more seriously about how techngl@gchanging politics. Current debates are stiththated by
pointless arguments between enthusiasts who behevimternet is a model for a radically better deracy, and
skeptics who claim it is the dictator’s best friend

Finally, they might pay more attention to the bungiag relationship between technology companiesthadJ.S.
government. Technology intellectuals like to ththkt a powerful technology sector can enhance pafféreedom
and constrain the excesses of government. Insteadre now seeing how a powerful technology seugy enable

government excesses. Without big semonopolies like Facebook, Google, and Microsofidover up personal
information, surveillance would be far more difficfor the U.S. government.

Debating these issues would require a more divgnagp of technology intellectuals. The current caog not
diverse in some immediately obvious ways—therd@arewomen, few nonwhites, and few ndinglish speakers

who have ascended to the peak of attention. Yeg tisealso far less intellectual diversity thanréheught to be.
The core assumptions of public debates over teoggalet less attention than they need and deserve.

It is clear that good, tough criticism of theseuassptions is possible. Tom Slee, a Canadian progemamd
independent writer, has carved out a niche critigizhe politics of technology in a consistent ameéllectually
serious way (to be clear, | know Slee a little, Aage tried in the past to promote his work; asmateur in these
debates, | have corresponded electronically witrlgeeveryone mentioned in this article, and hawt anfew in
person). He has written extended work on the pslitf Google, the dubious assumptions underlyinigmigtic
arguments about the long tail, and many other o[8tee has critiqued the ideas of prominent vaiti&e Shirky,
trying to highlight the differences between Shiskiniteresting insights (as he sees them) and doephlwhere he
believes that Shirky succumbs to a generic optimisenhas ruthlessly criticized Steven Johnson’smebook
Future Perfedbr not paying attention to power and conflict.tYie has leveled his critiques in the spirit oimes
argument, and his subjects have indicated thatwhoeyd like to return the favor, building the fowatbns of what
might be a constructive, and perhaps even transfiovre) debate.

It is not so clear that such highinded criticism is economically sustainable. lol@g post at the beginning of this
year, Slee lamented his inability to build up aduter audience for his work, despiteyEars of economic sacrific

[T]he numbers make it clear that it's not workifig. reinforce that feeling, the traffic for an indiual
post at the blog depends hugely on whether somaespfall number of individuals link to it: | am stil
dependent, that is to say, on patronage and orcehand | have not managed to build an audience of
my own to sustain significant interest.

Slee is perhaps unusually unworldly—as he readilyits, he is a rotten seffromoter. Yet cogent criticism of the

kind he offers is innately a hard sell. It rubsiagathe grain of current debates. Obviously, istot flatter the
preconceptions of technological optimists. Yetdesn't soothe the feelings of groups who feel theves
threatened by new technologies, such as tradittmmalanists. It's just the kind of engaged and ligteht social
criticism that the best of the small magazines ighbd in thel950Gs and early60s, but it doest have an obvious
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home today.

There is a lot that is worthwhile about the newld@f technology intellectualism. It connects therld of ideas to
a broader public in ways that didn't happen inlbgday of the university, or even the heyday oftthditional
public intellectual. It has elevated some smartwodderful thinkers who would never have succeadwter
traditional academic standards. Yet there areraksay problems. It ignores the social conflicts aredjualities that
shape American politics and the American economy.

It wouldn’t be that hard to find underappreciatetéilectuals, like Slee, who want to take issudlie debates as
they are. Nor would it be very difficult to pusketimore thoughtful of the currently dominant intetiels to
respond. The difficult part is figuring out how gémely contrary and interesting intellectuals capgsort

themselves in a tacit economy that seems geatwel ¢t ce-opt them or turn them into professional

controversialists. If the debate over ideas is stldyy material conditions, changing the debateiregehanging
the conditions »
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