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Hello hello/I’m at a place called Vertigo/It’s everything I wish I didn’t know

—U2, “Vertigo” (2004)

On one occasion she asked if I was a journalist or writer. When I said that neither the one nor the other was quite right, she asked what it was that I was working on, to which I replied that I did not know for certain myself, but had a growing suspicion that it might turn into a crime story . . .1

—W. G. Sebald, Vertigo (1990)

One final thing I have to do and then I’ll be free of the past. . . . One doesn’t often get a second chance. I want to stop being haunted. You’re my second chance, Judy. You’re my second chance.

—Alec Coppel and Samuel A. Taylor, Vertigo (1958)


INTRODUCTION

HYPERVISIBILITY

@alexia: We would have lived our lives differently if we had known they would one day be searchable.1

A Man Who Is His Own Image

Alfred Hitchcock, who always referred to movies as “pictures,” once said that behind every good picture lay a great corpse. Hitchcock, an old master at resurrecting the dead in pictures like Vertigo, his creepy 1958 movie about a man’s love affair with a corpse, was right. The truth is a great corpse makes such a good picture that it can even help bring a nonfiction book like this to life.

Behind this book sits the most visible corpse of the nineteenth century—the body of the utilitarian philosopher, social reformer and prison architect Jeremy Bentham, a cadaver that has been living in public since his death in June 1832.2 Seeking to immortalize his own reputation as what he called a “benefactor of the human race,” Bentham bequeathed both his body and “Dapple,” his favorite walking stick, to London’s University College and instructed that they should be permanently exhibited inside a glass-fronted wooden coffin he coined an “Auto-Icon”—a neologism meaning “a man who is his own image.”3

His greed for attention is today on permanent exhibition inside a public coffin whose size, Brave New World author Aldous Huxley once estimated, is larger than a telephone booth but smaller than an outdoor toilet.4 Today, he and Dapple now sit in a corridor in the South Cloisters of University College’s main Bloomsbury building on Gower Street, strategically situated so that they can be observed by all passing traffic on this bustling metropolitan campus. Bentham, who believed himself to be “the most effectively benevolent” person who ever lived,5 is now therefore never alone. He has, so to speak, eliminated his own loneliness.

The idea behind this book first came to life in that London corridor. There I serendipitously found myself one recent drizzly November afternoon, a Research In Motion (RIM) BlackBerry smartphone6 in one hand and a Canon digital camera7 in the other, looking at the Auto-Icon. But the longer I stared at the creepy Jeremy Bentham imprisoned inside his fame machine, the more I suspected that our identities had, in fact, merged. You see, like the solitary utilitarian who’d been on public display throughout the industrial age, I’d become little more than a corpse on perpetual display in a transparent box.

Yes, like Jeremy Bentham, I’d gone somewhere else entirely. I was in a place called social media, that permanent self-exhibition zone of our new digital age where, via my BlackBerry Bold and the other more than 5 billion devices now in our hands,8 we are collectively publishing mankind’s group portrait in motion. This place is built upon a network of increasingly intelligent and mobile electronic products that are connecting everyone on the planet through services like Facebook, Twitter, Google +, and LinkedIn. Rather than virtual or second life, social media is actually becoming life itself—the central and increasingly transparent stage of human existence, what Silicon Valley venture capitalists are now calling an “internet of people.”9 As the fictionalized version of Facebook president Sean Parker—played with such panache by Justin Timberlake—predicted in the 2010 Oscar-nominated movie The Social Network: “We lived in farms, then we lived in cities, and now we’re gonna live on the Internet!” Social media is, thus, like home; it is the architecture in which we now live. There is even a community newspaper called The Daily Dot that is the paper of record for the Web.10

Crouching in front of the mahogany Auto-Icon, I adjusted the lens of my camera upon Bentham, zooming in so that I could intimately inspect his beady eyes, the wide brimmed tan hat covering his shoulder length gray hair, the white ruffled shirt and black rustic jacket clothing his dissected torso, and Dapple resting in his gloved hand. Shifting my camera toward his waxen face, I looked the dead Englishman as closely in the eye as my prying technology would allow. I was searching for the private man behind the public corpse. What, I wanted to know, had led “The Hermit of Queen’s Square Place,”11 as Bentham liked to call himself, best known for his “greatest happiness principle” that human beings are defined by their desire to maximize their pleasure and minimize their pain,12 to prefer the eternal glare of public exposure over the everlasting privacy of the grave?

In my other hand I held my BlackBerry Bold, RIM’s pocket-sized device that, by broadcasting my location, my observations and my intentions to my electronic network, enabled me to perpetually live in public. My social media obligations nagged at me. As a Silicon Valley based networker, my job—both then and now—is grabbing other people’s attention on Twitter and Facebook so that I can become ubiquitous. I am an influencer, a wannabe Jeremy Bentham—what futurists call a “Super Node”—the vanguard of the workforce that, they predict, will increasingly come to dominate the twenty-first-century digital economy.13 So that afternoon, like every afternoon in my reputation-building life, I really needed to be the picture on everyone’s screen.

Not that anyone, either on or off my social network, knew my exact location that November afternoon. I happened to be in central London for a few hours, in transit between one social media conference in Oxford that had just finished and another that would begin the following afternoon in Amsterdam, near the Rijksmuseum, the art museum that houses many of the most timeless pictures of the human condition by Dutch seventeenth-century artists like Johannes Vermeer and Rembrandt van Rijn.

But, in London, my interest lay in the living metropolis, what the Anglo-American writer Jonathan Raban calls the “soft city” of permanent personal reinvention, rather than in pictures by dead artists. It was my day off from the glare of public speaking, my opportunity to briefly escape from society and be left alone in a city where I’d been born and educated but no longer lived. As the nineteenth-century German sociologist Georg Simmel wrote, the city “grants to the individual a kind and an amount of personal freedom which has no analogy whatever under any other conditions.”14 My illegibility that afternoon thus represented my liberty. Freedom meant nobody knowing exactly where I was.

“To live in a city is to live in a community of people who are strangers to each other,”15 writes Raban about the freedom of living in a large city. And I’d certainly spent that chilly November afternoon as a stranger lost amidst a community of disconnected strangers, zigzagging through London’s crooked streets, hopping on and off buses and trains, stopping here and there to re-explore familiar places, reminding myself about how the city had imprinted itself on my personality.

Eventually, as so often one does while wandering through London, I happened to find myself in the Bloomsbury neighborhood where, some thirty years earlier, I had attended university as a student of modern history. There, I strolled through Senate House—the forbiddingly monolithic building which had housed my college and which was the model, it is said, for George Orwell’s Ministry of Truth in Nineteen Eighty-four16—before wandering up Gower Street toward Jeremy Bentham’s corpse in University College.

@Quixotic

I had come to London that morning from Oxford, where I’d spent the previous few days at a conference entitled “Silicon Valley Comes to Oxford.” This was an event organized by the university’s Said Business School in which Silicon Valley’s most influential entrepreneurs had come to the closed, haunted city of Oxford to celebrate the openness and transparency of social life in the twenty-first century.

At Oxford, I’d debated Reid Hoffman, the multibillionaire founder of LinkedIn and Silicon Valley’s most prodigious progenitor of online networks, a brilliant social media visionary known as @quixotic to his Twitter followers. “When I graduated from Stanford my plan was to become a professor and public intellectual,” Hoffman once confessed. “That is not about quoting Kant. It’s about holding up a lens to society and asking ‘who are we?’ and ‘who should we be, as individuals and a society?’ But I realised academics write books that 50 or 60 people read and I wanted more impact.”17

To get more impact, Reid Hoffman dramatically magnified the lens with which we look at society. Instead of writing books for fifty or sixty people, he created a social network for 100 million people that is now growing by a million new members every ten days.18 Today, a new person joins LinkedIn every second19—meaning that in the time it’s taken you to read this paragraph, @quixotic has had an impact on another 50 or 60 people around the world.

No, a Don Quixote tilting at windmills he certainly isn’t. Indeed, if social media—what @quixotic has dubbed “Web 3.0”20—has a founding father, it might be Hoffman, the suitably cherubic looking early-stage “angel” investor who San Francisco Magazine identified as one of Silicon Valley’s most powerful “archangels,”21 Forbes ranked third in their 2011 Midas List22 of the world’s most successful technology investors, The Wall Street Journal described as “the most connected person in Silicon Valley”23 and The New York Times crowned, in November 2011, as the “king of connections.”24

The Oxford- and Stanford-educated entrepreneur, now a partner in the venture capital firm of Greylock Partners and a multibillionaire both in terms of his dollar net worth and his global network of business and political relationships, saw the social future before almost anyone else.25 “Looking back on my life I’ve come to realize that what I am most driven by is building, designing and improving human ecosystems,” Hoffman confessed in January 2011.26 And, as an architect of “prime human ecosystem” real estate for the twenty-first century, @quixotic has become one of the wealthiest and most powerful men on earth. Grasping the Internet’s shift from a platform for data to one for real people, Hoffman not only started the very first contemporary social media business back in 1997—a dating service called SocialNet—but also was an angel investor in Friendster and Facebook as well as the founder, the original CEO and the current Executive Chairman of LinkedIn, America’s second most highly trafficked social network27 whose May 2011 initial public offering was, at the time, the largest technology IPO since Google’s in 2004.28

“The future is always sooner and stranger than you think,” Hoffman, who became an overnight multibillionaire after LinkedIn’s meteoric IPO, once remarked.29 But even @quixotic, back in 1997 when he founded SocialNet, couldn’t have quite imagined how quickly he would come to own that future. You see, six years later, in 2003, Hoffman—in partnership with his friend Mark Pincus, another Silicon Valley based social media pioneer who cofounded Tribe.net and is now the CEO of the multibillion-dollar gaming network Zynga30—paid $700,000 in auction for an intellectual patent on social networking, thereby making this plutocratic polymath the co-owner, in a sense, of the future itself.

The formal subject of my Oxford debate with Hoffman had been whether social media communities would replace the nation-state as the source of personal identity in the twenty-first century. But the real heart of our conversation—indeed, the central theme of the whole “Silicon Valley Comes to Oxford” event—had been the question of whether digital man would be more socially connected than his industrial ancestor. In contrast with my own ambivalence about the social benefits of the virtual world, Hoffman dreamt openly about the potential of today’s networking revolution to bring us together. The shift from a society built upon atoms to one built upon bytes, the archangel publicly insisted at our Oxford debate, would make us more connected and thus more socially united as human beings.

In private, the affable, and I have to admit, the very likeable Hoffman was equally committed to this social ideal. “But what about people who don’t want to be on the network?” I asked him as we ate breakfast together on the morning of our debate.

“Huh?”

“Let’s face it, Reid, some people just don’t want to be connected.”

“Don’t want to be connected?” the billionaire muttered under his breath. Such was the incredulity clouding his cherubic face that, for a moment, I feared I had ruined his breakfast of grilled kippers and scrambled eggs.

“Yes,” I confirmed. “Some people simply want to be let alone.”

I have to confess that my point lacked originality. I was simply repeating the concerns of privacy advocates like the legal scholars Samuel Warren and Louis Brandeis who, in 1890, wrote their now timeless “The Right to Privacy” Harvard Law Review article which, in reaction to the then nascent mass media technologies of photography and newspapers, had defined privacy as “the right of the individual to be let alone.”31

It may have been a recycled nineteenth-century remark, but at least I’d expressed it in a recycled nineteenth-century environment. Reid Hoffman and I were eating our kippers and eggs in the basement “Destination Brasserie” of Oxford’s Malmaison hotel, once a nineteenth-century prison built by a disciple of Jeremy Bentham’s architectural theories about surveillance and now reinvented as a chic twenty-first-century hotel distinguished by its cell-style bedrooms that featured the original caste iron doors and bars of the old house of correction.32

“After all, Reid,” I added, as I glanced around the prison’s former solitary confinement cells that were now dotted with individual diners, “some people prefer solitude to connectivity.”

@quixotic finished a mouthful of eggs and fish before countering with some recycled wisdom of his own. But whereas I’d quoted a couple of nineteenth-century American legal scholars, Hoffman—who, as a Marshall Scholar at Oxford during the eighties, had earned a masters degree in philosophy—went back even further in history, back to the ancient Greeks of the fifth century B.C., to Aristotle, the founding father of communitarianism and the most influential philosopher of the medieval period.

“You have to remember,” @quixotic said, borrowing some very familiar words from Aristotle’s Politics, “that man is, by nature, a social animal.”33

The Future Will Be Social

Reid Hoffman certainly hadn’t been alone in recycling this pre-modern faith that the social is hardwired into all of us. All the Silicon Valley grandees who came to Oxford and who, like Hoffman and I, were staying in the reinvented prison—Internet moguls like Twitter co-founder Biz Stone, heavyweight investor Chris Sacca,34 Second Life founder Philip Rosedale, and the technology journalist Mike Malone, the so-called “Boswell of Silicon Valley”—had embraced this same Aristotelian ideal of our natural sociability. But whereas these architects of our social future seemed to possess all the answers about this connected future, my mind was filled only with questions about where we were going and how we would get there.

“So, Biz, what exactly is the future?”35 I had asked Stone one evening as, by chance, we found ourselves next to one another in the crowded and noisy old dining hall of Balliol College, the Oxford College founded in 1263 by John Balliol, one of the most visible men of medieval England, a feudal landowner so powerful that he had his own private army of several thousand loyal followers.

This was no idle question. Given his significant ownership stake in Twitter, Biz Stone—who, as @biz, has almost 2 million loyal followers in his network—is one of the most powerful virtual landowners of our age, a veritable John Balliol of the twenty-first century, an information baron who knows everything about all of us.

“Biz not only knows what everyone is thinking,” Jerry Sanders, the CEO of San Francisco Scientific said of Stone at Oxford during a Union debate about whether we should trust entrepreneurs with our future, “but also where it is that they are thinking what they are thinking.”36

I thus valued Stone’s opinion. If anybody could see the future, it was this all-knowing Silicon Valley magnate, the co-founder of the ever-expanding short-messaging social network which, with its multibillion valuation37 and its more than two hundred million registered users sending more than 140 million tweets each day,38 is revolutionizing the architecture of twenty-first-century communications.

Stone—a lifelong social media evangelist and author39 who, in addition to his current daytime gig as a venture capitalist,40 moonlights for his friend Arianna Huffington as AOL’s Strategic Advisor for Social Impact41—leant toward me so that I could hear him above the conversational chatter on the communal wooden benches. “The future,” @biz said, sharing his thought with Twitter-like brevity. “The future will be social.”

“The killer app, eh?” I replied, trying—not very effectively, I suspect—to emulate both his terseness and profundity.

Stone, a cheeky-looking chappie with chunky black glasses and a geeky mop of hair, grinned. But even this grin was all-knowingly brief. “That’s right,” he confirmed. “The social will be the killer app of the twenty-first century.”

Biz Stone was correct. At Oxford, I had come to understand that the social—which meant the sharing of our personal information, our location, our taste and our identities on Internet networks like Twitter, LinkedIn, Google + and Facebook—was the Internet’s newest new thing. Every new social platform, social service, social app, social page, I learnt, was becoming a piece of this new social media world—from social journalism to social entrepreneurship to social commerce to social production to social learning to social charity to social e-mail to social gaming to social capital to social television to social consumption to social consumers on the “social graph,” an algorithm that supposedly maps out each of our unique social networks. And given that the Internet was becoming the connective tissue of twenty-first-century life, the future—our future, yours and mine and everyone else on the ubiquitous network—would, therefore, be, yes you guessed it, social.

But as I stood alone in that bustling London corridor gaping at the dead Jeremy Bentham, the truth was that I felt anything but social—especially with this nineteenth-century corpse. In my eagerness to inspect the deceased social reformer, I’d gotten so close to the Auto-Icon that I was almost touching its glass front. Yet Bentham’s great exhibitionism remained a mystery to me. I just couldn’t figure out why he would want to be seen by a never-ending procession of strangers, all peering into his beady eyes to excavate the human being behind the corpse.

I was searching for wisdom from old Jeremy Bentham, some special insight that would illuminate the human condition for me. Yes, the likeness of the Auto-Icon to the real Bentham was genuine—a similarity his friend Lord Brougham described as “so perfect that it seems as if alive.”42 And yet the harder I stared at his corpse, the less I could see of what made him human.

From my days as a student of modern history, I remembered John Stuart Mill’s dismissive remarks about the utilitarian philosopher. “Bentham’s knowledge of human nature is bounded,” wrote Mill, Bentham’s legal guardian43 and greatest acolyte, who later became his most acute critic. “It is wholly empirical, and the empiricism of one who has had little experience.”44

John Stuart Mill, England’s most influential thinker of the nineteenth century, thought of Bentham as a sort of human computer, able to add up our appetites and fears but incapable of grasping anything beyond the strictly empirical about what makes us human. “How much of human nature slumbered in him he knew not, neither can we know,” Mill—who popularized the word “utilitarian”45—wrote of his former mentor. The problem with Bentham, Mill recognized, was that, as somebody who was deficient in both the imagination and experience required to grasp the human condition, “he was a boy to the last.”46

So if the boy Bentham couldn’t teach me about human nature, I wondered, then who could?

I Update, Therefore I Am

It occurred to me that the corpse might make more human sense after I’d expressed myself about it on Biz Stone’s Twitter where, as @ajkeen, I had a following of several thousand followers. Squeezing the rectangular BlackBerry between my fingers, I wondered how to socially produce my confusion about Bentham in under 140 characters. Turning away from the Auto-Icon, I noticed that the University College corridor was thronged with students walking to and from their afternoon classes. As I watched this procession of strangers trooping across the Bloomsbury campus, I saw that some of them were glancing at me queerly, perhaps in a similarly foreign way to how I was peering at Bentham’s corpse. What impression, I wondered, did these students have of me—this globally networked yet entirely solitary stranger from another continent, determinedly anonymous in the metropolis, gazing with a detached intimacy at a pre-Victorian corpse.

My confusion about the dead social reformer drifted into a confusion about my own identity. Instead of contemplating Bentham’s exhibitionism, I began to consider my own personality in the order of things. How, I wondered, could I prove my own existence to my prized army of followers on Twitter, the vast majority of whom neither knew nor would ever know me?

Rather than using Twitter to broadcast my thoughts about the Auto-Icon or to confess what I’d had for breakfast that day (grilled kippers again—eaten at the chic Oxford prison) or to tell the world about my plans to look at the pictures in Amsterdam’s Rijksmuseum the following day, I went all Cartesian on my global audience.

I UPDATE, THEREFORE I AM, I thumbed onto “Tweetie,” an application on my BlackBerry Bold that enabled me to send a tweet anytime from anywhere.

These twenty-four characters of digital wisdom blinked back at me from the screen, impatient, it seemed, to be pushed out onto the network for the world to see. But my thumb hovered over the BlackBerry’s send button. I wasn’t ready to publish this private thought out onto the public network. Not yet anyway. I glanced down at my screen once again.

@ajkeen: I UPDATE, THEREFORE I AM

If these words were really true, I asked myself, then what? Would the entire world, all eight billion human beings, have to migrate—like settlers in a promised social media land—onto this new central nervous system of society? What, I wondered, would be the fate of our identities when we all lived without secrets, fully transparent, completely in public, within the social architecture that Reid Hoffman and Biz Stone were building for the rest of humanity? I looked again at the dead Bentham, the utilitarian father of the greatest-happiness principle. Would this electronically networked society result in more happiness? I contemplated. Would it lead to the improvement of the human condition? Would it enrich our personalities? Could it create man in his own image?

Questions, questions, questions. My mind drifted to the unwired, to those unwilling or unable to live in public. The thought triggered a feeling of dizziness, as if the external world had speeded up and was now revolving quicker and quicker around me. If, as the fictional Sean Parker argues in The Social Network, our future will be lived online, I thought to myself, then what will be the fate of these dissenters, of those who don’t update? What, I wondered, in a world in which we all exist on the Internet, will become of those who protect their privacy, who pride themselves on their illegibility, who—in the timeless words of Brandeis and Warren—just want to be let alone?

Will they be alive, I wondered, or will they be dead?

The Living and the Dead

My tweet still unsent, I continued to gaze into the Auto-Icon for enlightenment. As the picture became clearer and clearer, my dizziness intensified and the room began to spin around me with more and more violence. Yes, I now saw, Bentham’s corpse did, after all, have something to teach me. The true picture of the future, I realized, had been staring me straight in the face all along.

In spite of my own feeling of vertigo, this vision—a painful kind of epiphany—grabbed me with an icy clarity. I froze momentarily, my mouth half open, my eyes fixed on the corpse. It suddenly became clear that I’d been peering into a mirror. Reid Hoffman was right: the future is always sooner and stranger than anyone of us think. I realized that the Auto-Icon, this “man who is his own image,” represents this future and Bentham’s corpse is actually you, me and everyone else who have imprisoned themselves in today’s digital inspection house.

What I glimpsed that late November afternoon in Bloomsbury was the anti-social future, the loneliness of the isolated man in the connected crowd. I saw all of us as digital Jeremy Benthams, isolated from one another not only by the growing ubiquity of networked communications, but also by the increasingly individualized and competitive nature of twenty-first-century life. Yes, this was the future. Personal visibility, I recognized, is the new symbol of status and power in our digital age. Like the corpse locked in his transparent tomb, we are now all on permanent exhibition, all just images of ourselves in this brave new transparent world.

Like the immodest nineteenth-century social reformer locked in his eternal wooden and glass box, we twenty-first-century social networkers—especially aspiring super nodes like myself—are becoming addicted to building attention and reputation. But like the solitariness of my own experience in that University College corridor, the truth, the reality of social media, is an architecture of human isolation rather than community. The future will be anything but social, I realized. That’s the real killer app of the networked age.

We are, I realized, becoming schizophrenic—simultaneously detached from the world and yet jarringly ubiquitous. Cultural critics like Umberto Eco and Jean Baudrillard have used the word “hyperreality” to describe how modern technology blurs the distinction between reality and unreality and grants authenticity to self-evidently fake things like William Randolph Hearst’s castle in San Simeon, the gothic building on the Californian coast made famous by Orson Wells’s 1941 picture Citizen Kane. Eco defines hyperreality as “a philosophy of immortality as duplication” where “the completely real becomes identified with the completely fake”47

“Absolute unreality is offered as real presence,” Eco thus explains hyperreality. But as I gazed at the Auto-Icon, an equally absurd neologism came to mind: “hypervisibility.” The man who is his own image in the digitally networked world, I realized, is simultaneously everywhere and nowhere, and the more completely visible he appears, the more completely invisible he actually is.

Hypervisibility.

In this fully transparent world where we are simultaneously nowhere and everywhere, absolute unreality is real presence, and the completely fake is also the completely real. This, I saw, was the most truthfully untruthful picture of networked twenty-first-century life.

Now I was ready to broadcast my tweet. Yet before pressing send, I added a word to the short message still blinking on my BlackBerry. It was a single word, just three characters out of Twitter’s 140-character limit, but it transformed the tweet from a hopeful expression of digital cartesianism into a chillingly existential plea.

@ajkeen: I UPDATE, THEREFORE I AM NOT

But the RIM electronic device wasn’t called a smartphone for nothing. I had been wrong that nobody knew my location that afternoon. As I was about to send my tweet, an uninvited message from Tweetie popped up on the screen. It was a request to give out my Bloomsbury location, so that the app could broadcast where I was to my thousands of Twitter followers.

TWEETIE WOULD LIKE TO USE YOUR CURRENT LOCATION—DON’T ALLOW or OK

The BlackBerry device, I realized, wanted to betray me by broadcasting my location to the world. No wonder it was made by Research in Motion. Switching off the smartphone and shoving it deep into my trouser pocket, I took a deep breath, then another. The silence was symphonic. As my dizziness retreated, I thought again about my conversations in Oxford the previous day with @quixotic, the co-owner of our collective future. I realized that he had been both right and wrong about the future. Yes, there is no doubt that, for better or worse, nineteenth- and twentieth-century industrial atoms are now being replaced by twenty-first-century networked bytes. But no, rather than uniting us between the digital pillars of an Aristotelian polis, today’s social media is actually splintering our identities so that we always exist outside ourselves, unable to concentrate on the here-and-now, too wedded to our own image, perpetually revealing our current location, our privacy sacrificed to the utilitarian tyranny of a collective network.

History, I realized, was repeating itself. In 1890, nearly sixty years after Jeremy Bentham’s body first made its public appearance in University College, Samuel Warren and Louis Brandeis argued in their iconic Harvard Law Review article that “solitude and privacy have become more essential to the individual.” The right to be let alone, Warren and Brandeis wrote in “Defense of Privacy,” was a “general right to the immunity of the person . . . the right to one’s personality.” And today, at the dawn of our increasingly transparent social media age, more than a century after the law review article first appeared, this need for solitude and privacy—the primary ingredients in the mysterious formation of individual personality—has, if anything, become even more essential.

Vertigo, Alfred Hitchcock’s creepy picture about a man’s love for a corpse, was based upon the French novel The Living and the Dead.48 But there is nothing fictional about today’s creeping auto-iconization of life and its tragic consequence—the death of privacy and solitude in our social networking world. It was Hitchcock, I think, who once joked that the corpse he most feared seeing was his own. Yet it’s no joke if that corpse also happens to be the corpse of mankind, exiled not only from himself, but also from everyone else, billions of people who are their own images whizzing faster and faster around each other on the transparent network, hypervisible, all perpetually on show, imprisoned in an endless loop of great exhibitionism, greedy for attention, building their self-proclaimed reputations as benefactors of the human race.

For Jeremy Bentham and his utilitarian school, happiness is a mathematical equation simply quantifiable by substracting our pain from our pleasures. But this utilitarian philosophy—so savagely satirized by Charles Dickens in the ridiculous form of Mr. Gradgrind in Hard Times—fails to grasp what makes us human. As Dickens, John Stuart Mill and many more contemporary critics of utilitarianism have argued, happiness isn’t simply an algorithm of our appetites and desires. And central to that happiness is the unquantifiable right to be let alone by society—a right which enables us, as human beings, to remain true to ourselves. “Privacy is not only essential to life and liberty; it’s essential to the pursuit of happiness, in the broadest and deepest sense. We human beings are not just social creatures; we’re also private creatures.” Thus argues Nicholas Carr, one of today’s most articulate critics of digital utilitarianism. “What we don’t share is as important as what we do share.”49

Unfortunately, however, sharing has become the new Silicon Valley religion and, as we shall see in this book, privacy—that condition essential to our real happiness as human beings—is being dumped into the dustbin of history. “Fail fast,” @quixotic, who believes that privacy is “primarily an issue for old people,”50 advises entrepreneurs. “You jump off a cliff and you assemble an airplane on the way down,” is his description for what it’s like to do a start-up.51 But the problem is that, by so radically socializing today’s digital revolution, we are, as a species, collectively jumping off a cliff. And if we fail to build a networked society that protects the rights to individual privacy and autonomy in the face of today’s cult of the social, we can’t—like the eternally optimistic Hoffman—launch a new company. Society isn’t just another start-up—which is why we can’t entirely trust Silicon Valley entrepreneurs like Hoffman or Stone with our future. Failing to properly assemble the social media airplane after jumping off that cliff and crashing to the ground means jeopardizing those precious rights to individual privacy, secrecy and, yes, the liberty that individuals have won over the last millennium.

That is the fear, the warning of failure and collective self-destruction in Digital Vertigo. In 2007 I published Cult of the Amateur, my warning about the impact of Web 2.0’s user-generated data revolution upon our culture. But as we go from the Web 2.0 of Google, YouTube and Wikipedia to the Web 3.0 of Facebook, Twitter, Google + and LinkedIn, and as the Internet becomes a platform for what @quixotic describes as “real identities generating massive amounts of data,”52 the story that you are about to read reveals an even more disturbing mania: today’s creeping tyranny of an ever-increasingly transparent social network that threatens the individual liberty, the happiness and, yes, perhaps even the very personality of contemporary man.

You have two options about this cult: DON’T ALLOW or OK.

The book you are about to read is a defense of the mystery and secrecy of individual existence. It is a reminder of the right to privacy, autonomy and solitude in a world that, by 2020, will contain around 50 billion intelligent networked devices53 such as my BlackBerry Bold with its all-too-intelligent apps. In a world in which almost every single human being on the planet is likely to be connected by the middle of the twenty-first century, this book is an argument against the radical sharing, openness, personal transparency, great exhibitionism and the other pious communitarian orthodoxies of our networked age. But this book is more than simply an antisocial manifesto. It’s also an investigation into why, as human beings, privacy and solitude makes us happy.

Yes, you’ve seen this kind of picture before too. It’s a challenge to Reid Hoffman’s mistaken assumption that we are all, a priori, social animals. And to begin our journey into this all-too-familiar future where the unknowable mystery of the individual human condition is being overwritten by transparent man, let’s return to Jeremy Bentham, that eternal prisoner of his own Auto-Icon, whose late eighteenth-century “simple idea of architecture” to reform the world is, I’m afraid, an eerily prescient warning of our collectively open twenty-first-century fate.
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