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​Introduction. “We’ve got radio, but not happiness”
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“So we’ve got radio already, but we’re still waiting for happiness,” said Soviet satirist Ilya Ilf​[1] of the technical progress of the 1930s. The well-known American comedian Louis C.K. expressed a similar sentiment eighty years later on Conan O’Brien’s late-night show: “Everything is amazing right now, and nobody’s happy.”​[2] 

The changes taking place today are bound to the Internet. The abundance of technological novelties enthralls and distracts people from more fundamental concerns: what is happening right now to individual and society?

Technological changes are quite easy to describe and even predict. Human nature is a more complicated matter. 

Tradition lies at the centre of any humanities-oriented philosophy, which focuses more on the past. There is an avant-garde movement in the humanities, but it is always marginal. Those ideas and creations that have stood the test of time and have amassed a history of human response are the ones that are most highly valued. Academics in the humanities are paid for tradition. On the other hand, at the focus of the technocratic approach is innovation, because the technological sphere is aimed at the monetisation of the new, rather than of tradition.

As a result, it is primarily technocrats who are occupied with preparations for tomorrow. Meanwhile, proponents of the humanities usually apply their talents to what has already happened, that is, to the present moment, thanks to which it becomes familiar, that is, the past. 

There is a certain logic to this temporal allocation of competencies. Technocrats move human technical abilities forward, while proponents of the humanities maintain social cohesion, transforming the new into habit. 

This balancing mechanism of the new and the old worked very well when time was not running so fast. In the old days, a single political, economic or technological era stretched over tens and even hundreds of generations. Technocrats were not very productive and proponents of the humanities were able to cope with the pace of innovation.

***
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The demographic transition of the 20th century was marked by the appearance of a new social phenomenon: the pivotal generation. The pivotal generation was the first generation whose life lasted longer than an era. It was a generation of people who for the first time in history found themselves living through two or even more eras within their single human lifetime. 

In Russia, the pivotal generation consisted of those born in the 1930s and 1940s. They were raised in the agrarian era, they worked through the industrial era, and now many of them are dabbling in the post-industrial era. Three eras in one generation – for the first time in the entire history of the planet.

In countries that are experiencing a demographic transition later than Russia, the lives of this pivotal generation may incorporate even more eras: from feudal societies to mobile Internet and the sharing economy. 

In countries that have already lived through the pivotal generation, the compression of historical time leads to constant temporal stress. Temporal stress is a phenomenon in which a habit is unable to keep up with innovation. If an era is shorter than a generation, the balance between the speed of technical innovation and the speed of cultural adaptation breaks down. This is the reason why “everything is amazing right now, and nobody is happy.”

***
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Technocrats are able to cope with this speed. They are good at what they do: innovation. For them, the compression of time is a celebration of accelerated monetisation. Never before in history have there been as many young first-generation millionaires and billionaires as there are today. 

And thus the lag in the humanities and the liberal arts may lead to society’s losing cohesion and the ability to understand itself. At the moment of writing, because of the speed of change, the concepts contained in the humanities are becoming a matter for historical review.

At the same time, common people are, for the first time ever, assimilating the change of era personally, even sensually, through changes in their tactile skills. For example, modern human is already trying out 3D manipulation, but still remembers how to leaf through a book. And between these skills, there are operations with the TV remote, the keyboard and mouse, and the touchpad. These interfaces are so distinct that they could be used to name discrete eras. The TV remote or the mouse themselves represent eras, only not historical eras, but technological ones. Historically they have been compressed incredibly tightly within a single human lifetime. 

This compression is continuing. Imagine an era that lasts just a year. Or a month. Everything is changing so quickly that people find themselves in an unfamiliar world. What Toffler​[3] described as Future Shock has already become Present Shock (Present Shock: When Everything Happens Now is the name of Rushkoff’s new book​[4]).

This may explain the increase in social aggression and the new barbarism. If progress gives rise to constant stress, the logical defence response becomes reactionism, which significantly resembles regression and a recoil to medieval values. Meanwhile, the exaggerated defence of traditionalistic norms is motivated not so much by their real value to their supporters, as by a desire to resist the image of the enemy. The image of the enemy, for its part, demands embodiment, and gets it in the form of the most technologically advanced cultures – the leaders of global innovation. 

***
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Contemporary barbarism does not predate civilisation, but accompanies it. Extremism is motivated not by poverty, but by a feeling of injury and loss. 

The growth in extremism and terrorism is the flip side of ICT (information and communications technology) development. This is the other price that humankind pays for successful Silicon Valley startups. But these troubles do not concern technocrats, because they cannot and should not see the connection between these two phenomena.

Reactionism is particularly strong in societies where tradition has always been a more important regulator than adaptation. 

Before the era of mass connectivity, each nation was left to simmer in its own juices, and saw itself as the centre of the world. For traditionalistic societies, being closed was quite naturally a condition of psychological comfort. Television and the Internet connected everyone. Everyone saw the Other. The comparisons gushed out, often painful ones. Rejection was an inevitable consequence of this. If it suddenly becomes clear that the Universe does not revolve around my planet, the best way to return to a sweet and comfortable form of geo-centrism is to burn Giordano Bruno.

The “Other” shatters the monopoly of “Our Own,” and is therefore seen as an insult, aggression, an invasion. Despite how paradoxical this seems, openness of information in closed societies leads to a surge in xenophobia. These are the consequences of the acceleration of ICT development. 

Using computer terminology, the Russian academic Sergei Kapitsa said that the “software” of humankind cannot keep pace with the technology, the “hardware,” of civilization.​[5] 

Proponents of the humanities also instinctively reinforce the opposition to innovation and technocrats. Concepts such as humanities advocacy emerge, which defend the tradition of the humanities against the technocratic mainstream instead of providing the technocratic mainstream with the tradition of the humanities. 

Rejection as a reaction is understandable, and potentially useful. But it is not possible to slow down the compression of time – this is a dead-end strategy. It leaves technological changes without social “software.” 

Perhaps it is even more important for proponents of the humanities not to stand up to technocrats, but to unite with them, with all our diffusion of formulations, our dislike for precise evidence and our tendency to replace strict concepts with blurred images.

After all, this is so human. 

​​​​​
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​Chapter 1. The self-publishing audience
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​​​​​​The history of humankind as a fight for freedom of content. Three revolutions: the phonetic script, Gutenberg and the Internet
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The key idea that captures the transitions humankind is currently undergoing is the emancipation of authorship. 

How many authors have there been on Earth throughout all of history?

No one knows the precise number, though if you really tried to come up with a figure, you’d probably conclude the following: across the entire history of humankind, it’s unlikely that more than 300 million individuals have published their ideas beyond their immediate physical surroundings. 

Google Books, having taken upon itself the task of digitising all books ever written, declared in August 2010 that 129,864,880 books​[6] had been published. An alternative source offers the following figures: 39 million scientific articles​[7] have been published since the beginning of the nineteenth century. You would probably be safe in estimating a comparable or even larger number of journalists across 400 years of media activity. This means that there have been on the order of tens of millions of journalistic and academic authors. (The number of forgotten authors from earlier periods is low and does not have much of an impact on these calculations.) 

But now, all of a sudden, thanks to the Internet, more than 2 billion people have free access to public authorship. In the space of approximately twenty years – the blink of an eye, historically speaking – more authors have appeared than during the previous 6,000 years of literary civilisation. (By authors I mean people capable of publishing their views beyond the reach of their personal contacts.) From 300 million across all history to 2 billion or more within a mere fragment of time: this is a real explosion in authorship.

Predictions suggest the world’s population will stabilise at 10 to 12 billion after a demographic transition.​[8] In countries where the Internet is already well established, penetration is around 80% (all legally capable adults). Eighty per cent appears to be the standard Internet penetration for a digitised society. If this is the case, once the world’s population has stabilised, the potential number of authors will reach 8 to 9 billion, stabilising there. At present the number is only 2.4 billion. 

We haven’t yet reached this end point; we are still in the midst of the explosion of authorship. In the process, we are experiencing growing pains and are unable to evaluate its conditions and consequences.

[image: ]

However, comparable processes have already taken place, also connected with the explosive release of content. 

***
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The first emancipation of content is related to the appearance of the demotic script of Ancient Egypt around the 7th century BC, a phenomenon that gave common people the ability to write. This represented the emancipation of writing. As a result, the palaces and temples lost their monopoly over the production of information. This process took several hundred years, leading to the downfall of Ancient Kingdoms. In its aftermath, new civilisations appeared, each armed with a phonetic script: Greece captured minds, while Rome captured lands.

The second emancipation of content followed the invention by Johannes Gutenberg of the printing press around 1445. The ability to print multiple copies of a book reduced its cost, giving the common people access to the Bible and ancient texts. This represented the emancipation of reading. Then came the Reformation, religious wars and political revolutions. Palaces and temples once again lost their monopoly, this time over the interpretation of content. As a result of Gutenberg’s invention, monarchs were beheaded, world maps were redrawn, vaccinations were developed and man went into space. Modern society and modern economics were born. 

What we are experiencing now is the third emancipation of content: the emancipation of authorship. Personal computers as well as mobile devices with Internet connectivity have given all individuals the unlimited right to share their thoughts with others, whatever their reason, or even if they have no reason. This does not mean that every private message is worthy of attention. It means that the palaces and places of worship have again lost their monopoly, this time over the production of meaning. 

If such historical analogies are accurate, then we should also expect comparable cataclysms. The powers of the old authorities (the clergy, the aristocracy, the state) have always collapsed along with their loss of sacral control over information. As a result, the social, political and economic status quo falls apart. With every release of content, society sheds its old form, like a snake sheds its skin. 
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​​​​​​I publish, therefore I am. Publishing as a duty

[image: ]


In the autumn of 2011 a psychologist from St. Petersburg, Katerina Murashova, organised a small study. The experiment required teenagers to spend eight hours in isolation, completely alone, without access to any means of communication, including radio and television. All other activities – playing games, reading, writing, creating things, drawing, modeling, singing, playing music, going for a walk and so on – were allowed. If they experienced any discomfort at any time, participants were able to opt out of the experiment. 

Sixty-eight teenagers took part, all with parental approval. Only three carried the experiment to completion: two boys and one girl. All the others found it impossible to spend eight hours on their own. The participants who opted out gave similar reasons: “I can’t stand it anymore,” “I felt like I was going to burst,” “my head’s about to explode.” An analysis of their experiences revealed that 51 teenagers used the words or phrases “addiction,” “it turns out I can’t live without...,” “dose,” “breaking,” “withdrawal syndrome,” “I always have to have...,” “kick the habit” and so on. “I had thought this whole undertaking would be entirely harmless. I have to admit I was wrong,” said Katerina Murashova.​[9]

***
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The tools that we believe make our lives easier simultaneously enslave us. 

The Internet is not just an opportunity, a gift of progress. It is an obligation that imposes contemporaneity upon us. When we go to the depth of the country, for some reason, and without fail, we tell our friends that we will not have any Internet access. We seem to be apologising for this. If John Doe disappears for a while from a forum or from Facebook, his friends begin to ask, “Where is John? What’s wrong with him?” If nobody is looking for him, poor John, right? Nobody is interested in him; he’s out of society.

If we want to buy a package holiday from a particular tour agency and we can’t find any information about that agency on the Internet, we won’t use them. In modern business, a company cannot function if it has no Internet presence. An Internet presence is no longer an additional business opportunity – it’s a matter of existence. If you’re not on the Internet, you’re not in business. We’ll soon say the same about human beings. No links – no human. 

I publish, therefore I am. Publishing is turning from an opportunity into an obligation. And the further we go, the truer this becomes. This is only logical, because publishing has become a means of socialisation. 

***
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The old world of broadcast content was deaf to people. In the world of sermons, decrees, books, newspapers, television and radio, people are involved only as a passive audience. The relationship is always unidirectional: from top down. 

In the new world of participant content, the line between author and public has disappeared. Anyone can take part in content production, without any selection process or permission. But what does taking part mean?

The maximum the consumer could do with old media was switch channels on their remote or turn over the page in a newspaper. He can also surf the Internet, but in this case it is the very minimum a consumer can do. This means that the minimal level of engagement with the Internet is equal to the maximum level of engagement with old media. 

But this minimal activity on the Internet is not synonymous with a web presence. If you only consume content, you are invisible. You don’t exist. On the Internet, simple, passive consumption of content is impossible. Among two billion or so Internet users it is unlikely that there is anyone who uses the web exclusively to receive content. Users are inevitably drawn into deeper, bigger forms of engagement. This brings to mind Marshall McLuhan’s idea: the medium shapes the user.​[10] If the Internet gives people the possibility to become actively involved, the individual gets drawn into this possibility and begins to behave accordingly. This remarkable quality of the Internet is beginning to be felt: what is possible becomes obligatory (we will encounter this principle again).

A web presence, by its very function, forces people to become active content producers. My parents came to the Internet at the age of 70 simply because they wanted to communicate with me across thousands of kilometres. The moment they stepped into its world, no one could limit their exploitation of the Internet’s possibilities. They set up personal accounts on social networks, assembled lists of their favourite films and songs, found friends and started exchanging messages with them. They respond to surveys and share articles and videos they like. They are taking part in the production and circulation of content. Today, this is an obligation for anyone who ends up on the Internet. 

On the 27th of September 2013, US President Barack Obama and his Iranian counterpart Hassan Rouhani spoke by phone. What they discussed is not so important here – it is the very fact that they had a conversation that matters. It was the first contact between the leaders of these two countries in over thirty years. This fact was so important that President Obama called a special press conference to publicly announce his conversation with his Iranian colleague. But “Rouhani scooped the president’s announcement of the phone call, tweeting news of it just minutes before Mister Obama spoke to reporters.”​[11]

This would have been a perfect bit of news if only it had somehow featured adorable kittens. 

***
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In April 2012, Paul Miller, a journalist from New York writing for The Verge, launched an experiment. Like the teenagers in Karetina Murashova’s project, he left the Internet, and did so not just for a day, but for an entire year. He wanted to overcome the Internet’s negative impact on his life, avoid all the senseless waste of time and feel the fullness of life, on top of it all. He described his experience in his brilliant article, I’m still here: back online after a year without the internet.​[12] This piece is worth reading to see what life is like today for a person without the Internet. There are not many people left in developed countries who know what this means.

“In early 2012 I was 26 years old and burnt out. I wanted a break from modern life — the hamster wheel of an email inbox, the constant flood of WWW information which drowned out my sanity. I wanted to escape... At 11:59PM on April 30th, 2012, I unplugged my Ethernet cable, shut off my Wi-Fi, and swapped my smartphone for a dumb one. It felt really good. I felt free,” Paul writes. In the first months, he felt elevated, his energy surged. He met with his friends more frequently, was riding his bike and playing frisbee. Here are a few quotes:

“I lost 15 pounds without really trying. I bought some new clothes. People kept telling me how good I looked, how happy I seemed. In one session, my therapist literally patted himself on the back.”

“With no clear idea how I did it, I wrote half my novel, and turned in an essay nearly every week to The Verge. In one of the early months my boss expressed slight frustration at how much I was writing, which has never happened before and never happened since.”

“As my head uncluttered, my attention span expanded. In my first month or two, 10 pages of The Odyssey was a slog. Now I can read 100 pages in a
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