
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Peace Prize of the German Book Trade 2014 
Conferment Speeches 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Alexievich 2013 
Liao 2012 

Sansal 2011 
Grossman 2010 

Magris 2009 
Kiefer 2008 

Friedländer 2007 
Lepenies 2006 

Pamuk 2005 
Esterházy 2004 

Sontag 2003 
Achebe 2002 

Habermas 2001 
Djebar 2000 

Stern 1999 
Walser 1998 
Kemal 1997 

Vargas Llosa 1996 
Schimmel 1995 
Semprún 1994 

Schorlemmer 1993 
Oz 1992 

Konrád 1991 
Dedecius 1990 

Havel 1989 
Lenz 1988 
Jonas 1987 

Bartoszewski 1986 
Kollek 1985 

Paz 1984 
Sperber 1983 
Kennan 1982 

Kopelew 1981 
Cardenal 1980 
Menuhin 1979 
Lindgren 1978 

Kołakowski 1977 
Frisch 1976 

Grosser 1975 
Frère Roger 1974 

The Club of Rome 1973 
Korczak 1972 
Dönhoff 1971 
Myrdal 1970 

Mitscherlich 1969 
Senghor 1968 

Bloch 1967 
Bea/Visser 't Hooft 1966 

Sachs 1965 
Marcel 1964 

Weizsäcker 1963 
Tillich 1962 

Radhakrishnan 1961 
Gollancz 1960 

Heuss 1959 
Jaspers 1958 
Wilder 1957 

Schneider 1956 
Hesse 1955 

Burckhardt 1954 
Buber 1953 

Guardini 1952 
Schweitzer 1951 

Tau 1950 

Jaron Lanier 2014 



Peace Prize of the German Book Trade 2014 

 

2 

Heinrich Riethmüller, President of the German Publishers and Booksellers Association
 

Greeting 

 

 

“The sick butterfly will soon recall the sea,  
this stone with the inscription of the fly has given itself 
into my hand.  
Instead of home, I hold the transformations of the 
world.”  

 

It was fifty years ago that the poet Nelly Sachs stood 
on this very site and read her poetry aloud. In those 
days, the discussion was still determined by Adorno’s 
dictum that it would be barbaric to write poetry after 
Auschwitz. Whether consciously or subconsciously—this 
endowed Nelly Sachs’s speech with highly topical and 
lasting relevance.  

 
* 
 

Recipients of the Peace Prize bear witness to their 
times. They advocate peace and freedom, they conceive 
ideas for a peaceful world, they overcome obstacles and 
break alleged taboos: 

There are the recipients of the early 1950s—Max Tau, 
Albert Schweitzer, and Martin Buber—all of whom hold a 
mirror to their German heritage; one that was to break 
the mould of the country’s cultural and social isolation. 
 
There are scientists, political scientists and philosophers 
such as Carl Friedrich von Weizsäcker, Alexander 
Mitscherlich and Ernst Bloch, whose utopias turn into 
hope, who reveal that which is inhumane, who draw up 
blueprints for a peaceful future.  

There are the victims and witnesses of Germany’s 
ghastly and violent past, such as Janusz Korczak, Fritz 
Stern, and Saul Friedländer—whom we meet with 
humility—and who, in spite of all the inflicted suffering, 
continue to act in the spirit of reconciliation. 

There are Astrid Lindgren, the author of children’s 
books, Yehudi Menuhin, the musician, and Siegfried 
Lenz, who passed away this week. He was one of the 
most important writers for me.  

All of them, alongside the recipients in most recent 
years—David Grossman, Liao Yiwu, Boualem Sansal, and 
Svetlana Alexiyevitch, whose books all deal with the 
subject of war and oppression—have left a decisive 
imprint upon the history of the Peace Prize, which is 
also the history of Germany and its neighbours.  

This year, the Börsenverein is awarding the Peace 
Prize to the American musician, artist and computer 
scientist Jaron Lanier, one of the fiercest critics of digital 
capitalism. This choice stands in stark contrast to prior 
decisions, and yet it is also entirely consistent with 
them.  

Jaron Lanier shows clearly that we are in one of 
modern mankind’s decisive epochs. We all make use of 
the seemingly free and all-embracing wealth of 
information so as to communicate and further our 
knowledge. For the first time in human history, it takes 
us only seconds to arrive at conclusions and satisfy our 
material and virtual desires at just one click. For 
oppressed individuals and peoples, these new 
communication platforms hold the promise of liberation; 
to start revolutions and topple dictators. Democratic 
societies, meanwhile, profit from informational diversity 
and new decision-making processes. 

This brave new world makes us self-sufficient and 
independent; it represents progress, security and 
prosperity. But as we surf the Internet, place orders 
online, keep up with old friends and voice our opinions, 
we leave traces and data to be collected and analysed by 
international corporations. We make ourselves 
dependent upon the global monopolists who evade not 
just federal and social scrutiny but, indeed, the very 
conversation about these matters.  

Those who conceived of this new world succumb to 
the fantasy—indeed, the certainty—that human beings, in 
their words and deeds, are predictable and calculable, 
that all the world’s problems can be solved and that 
there are models for everything. Servers, databases and 
giant machines rule the world; they are superior to 
people in many ways. He who owns the greatest data 
storage, claims Jaron Lanier, is the most powerful. And 
he who is the most powerful determines the way of the 
world.  

Are human beings in the process of doing away with 
themselves and are we about to give up on the values 
we had hitherto deemed important? What is the price 
that we will have to pay for being so insouciant, so 
complacent? Will we be able to tame the spirits we’ve 
summoned? Will artificial intelligence develop in the 
service of mankind or will we soon live in the sort of 
society that even Aldous Huxley or George Orwell could 
not have imagined?  
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At the heart of the debate sparked by Jaron Lanier 
some years ago lies the question as to whether huma-
nity will be able to uphold the individuality — and thus 
the personal freedom—of each single person, without 
foregoing the advantages of the digital world, or 
whether we will enter into an ever-increasing dependen-
cy on machines, making man himself into an algorithm, 
into a mathematical model. Jaron Lanier does not 
content himself with the role of analyst and admonisher, 
but he develops strategies that may enable us to 
surmount the danger of becoming altogether dependent 
on technology and machines.  

Everyone who looks into these matters and gives 
thought to the dangers of our new world runs the risk of 
being labelled a cultural pessimist, a luddite. There is 
little pleasure in questioning modernity; complacency’s 
sweet poison seeps through us. But critical engagement 
is not to be confused with pessimism, nor with 
pathological resistance towards progress. 

Does the diversity promised by digital life not turn 
into uniformity if we consent to being reduced to 
“gadgets” and if we allow our virtual selves to be based 
on the trail of data we have left online? Are we not 
relinquishing something that is fundamental to our 
humanity and our capacity for growth? Do we not, in 
fact, give up a part of our personality—steeped as it is in 
our imagination, our capability of abstraction, our 
creativity, and, not least, in our inadequacies?  

It is already possible today to analyse someone’s 
reading habits on the basis of data stored in e-book 
readers. It is already possible today to coerce authors to 
write books based on these insights. It would also be 
possible today to offer readers a book that meets exactly 
the wishes and expectations wrested from their e-book 
readers. But isn’t this alleged gourmet menu in fact just 
fast food, fully seasoned yet mind-numbingly boring?   

Do we want authors to pander to an audience, or do 
we want artists to give voice, in writing, to their true 
concerns?  

Ein Mensch ist ein Mensch ist ein Mensch; all 
human beings are full of errors and shortcomings. This 
is why there is personal growth—in which technology 
should aid but not command us. Only then can the 
advantages inherent to it become ours.  

When our world is described in terms that are all too 
beautiful, when those in power—and in our day and age 
they are often no longer politicians—potently suggest 
that we do not live in fear but in the belief in progress, 
then a poem by one of Nelly Sachs’s contemporaries 
comes to mind. Günter Eich wrote his famous “Wacht 
Auf” ("Wake Up") over 60 years ago. It reads: 

"No, sleep not, while the masters of the world get to 
business! 
Be wary of the might to which they claim to be entitled 
on your behalf.   
Take caution that your hearts be not empty when their 
emptiness is presumed!   
Take to folly, sing songs not expected from your 
mouths!  
Be nuisances, be sand, not oil in the wheels of the 
world." 

Jarod Larnier once said in an interview: “People are 
not computers. People have a mystical quality. If you 
lose faith in humanity, you lose faith in a society that 
acts in the service of humanity.” It is his struggle for a 
society in the service of humanity that connects him 
with other Peace Prize recipients. In this sense, Lanier’s 
views on digital humanism are reminiscent of Martin 
Buber, who considered a real dialogue between two 
people to be feasible only if neither one sees the other 
as an object—or, in the parlance of our times—as a 
gadget. 

 
* 

 
Ladies and gentleman, if we succeed in not being 

blinded by the self-proclaimed designers of our world, if 
we question critically what modernity has in store for 
us, if we accept ideas that are controversial and that 
seek to sustain our individuality, then I am not worried 
about our future. But for such a future we need 
convincing and optimistic thinkers. Thinkers such as 
Jaron Lanier.  

 

Translated into English by The Hagedorn Group. 
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Peter Feldmann, Lord Mayor of the City of Frankfurt
 

Greeting 

We are proud that this distinguished award is pre-
sented here each year on the occasion of the Frankfurt 
Book Fair. As you all know, it is sometimes bestowed 
upon figures whose work is closely linked to a particular 
sphere, for example to their home country. The thinking 
of this year's prize winner, however, revolves around a 
globally significant theme – one that is of fundamental 
importance to each and every one of us here today.   

Jaron Lanier is the pioneering thinker of our time 
who most powerfully conveys a warning we are familiar 
with from the dystopias depicted in the works of Orwell, 
Huxley and, most recently, for example, in Dave Eggers: 
people cannot allow themselves to be taken in by sys-
tems. We should control the system: "Big Brother", the 
"Brave New World" and "The Circle" should not control 
us. Literary fantasies are one thing. But Jaron Lanier is a 
specialist in the field: a first-generation pioneer of the 
Internet revolution. That's what makes his voice so 
credible. In his work, he articulates how worrying reali-
ty is today. The internet. The Web. The net. Online. La-
nier grounds virtual reality and brings it back into the 
context of actual social relations and conditions.  

"Germany is a democratic and social state governed 
by the rule of law". We have good reason to emphasise 
this fact these days: indeed, too much injustice was 
done in the past century in this country. It is only fitting 
that we in Germany pay special attention whenever and 
wherever the rights of individuals are placed in jeopardy 
in the name of some kind of system. In such cases, we 
take a very close look, and this is precisely what we are 
doing with the internet: What kind of laws prevails 
online? Where can we see injustice? How social is the 
Web? How much of it is subject to democratic control? 
Ladies and gentlemen, I do not want to be spied on by 
the NSA. For me, Edward Snowden is one of the heroes 
of our age. Where is this leading us and where is it go-
ing to end? 

 
* 

 
"Who Owns the Future?" is the title of Jaron Lanier's 

latest book. And his answer to his own question is con-
vincing: the freedom of the individual should not be 
allowed to fall into the hands of a few companies. Today, 
many people try to take part in a "social life", in particu-
lar using modern technologies. This is indeed quite fun 
and offers many opportunities. But, as you describe in 
your books, Mr. Lanier, the price we pay is quite high.  

Anyone who relies solely on virtual friendships is 
bound to be disappointed. Social media cannot replace 
being embedded in a real social environment, a family, a 
neighbourhood, a municipality, a city. In our age of digi-
tal erosion, it is perhaps no coincidence that the struc-

tures of cities – which were built up over the course of 
many centuries – have become highly attractive once 
again.   

Cities are experiencing a boom. In many city dis-
tricts, people are taking it into their own hands to organ-
ize their lives together; they are creating their own new 
and vibrant urbanity. City life generates identification 
and integration. However, cities today face a real dan-
ger. Online shops are leading to the death of retail. 
Many industries, including the trade fair sector, are in a 
state of upheaval. And I don't need to tell you what that 
means for the book industry in a city like Frankfurt – 
which is known as a "city of literature" – but also for the 
Frankfurt Book Fair, for the German Publishers and 
Booksellers Association (Börsenverein), for publishers, 
writers and bookshops. The digitisation of the book 
industry leads to the loss of important sites of social 
exchange and communication. We are losing a part of 
our culture.  

As a globally important hub for tradeshows, trade 
and transport, Frankfurt especially has always profited 
from this type of meeting and coming together. By the 
way, Frankfurt is proud to be a "city of the internet": we 
have the world's largest internet exchange here, and 
essential areas of our economy – the banking industry, 
in particular, but also our media companies – play lead-
ing roles in the use of technologies.  

Still, it is important – to use your own words, dear 
Mr. Lanier – that digitisation proceeds in a human man-
ner, i.e. that technology is used for people and not the 
other way around. The key goal of an urban society is to 
promote the coexistence of citizens and prevent isola-
tion and loneliness. For this, we need a functioning 
infrastructure, vibrant city centres, bookshops, libraries 
and an inner city where everything converges.  

 
* 

 
Dear Mr. Lanier! It is important that people like you 

exist – people with deep technical knowledge, a compel-
ling image of mankind and a clear social awareness: you 
show us that not only good things emerge in times of 
technological revolution. We find ourselves today in a 
venerable location, the Paulskirche in Frankfurt, where 
the first German national assembly met following the 
March Revolution in 1848: indeed, this is a place where 
your voice will be heard very loudly and in a very spe-
cial way. Welcome to Frankfurt! And congratulations on 
receiving the Peace Prize of the German Book Trade! 

 

Translated into English by The Hagedorn Group. 
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Martin Schulz, President of the European Parliament
 

The morality of feasibility Is not compatible with our ethical standard. 

Speech in honour of Jaron Lanier 

We find ourselves on the threshold of the digital age—at 
the turn of an era that leaves in its wake the long 19th 
and short 20th centuries; within a process that calls into 
question our social relationships, the way we run our 
economies, our constitutive disposition, our values, in-
deed our culture.  We find ourselves in a process that 
presents societies all over the globe with challenges of an 
enormity not seen since the Industrial Revolution so 
powerfully changed the face of our world. 

A wealth of articles and books dedicated to the analy-
sis and evaluation of the process of digitisation has ap-
peared in recent months. They examine the opportunities 
spawned by the technological revolution: increased 
transparency and the opportunity to participate in deci-
sion-making processes, easier access to knowledge, more 
effective medicine, better services, improved efficiency 
and much more. But they also deal with the risks inher-
ent to these changes. 

Hardly anyone has pointed out such dangers and risks 
more trenchantly than Jaron Lanier. His criticism, howev-
er, is not culturally pessimistic, nor is it luddite; instead, 
Lanier seeks to caution his readers from the vantage 
point of a knowledgeable oppositionist who still remains 
fundamentally loyal to the cause. This is what endows his 
convictions—which he has presented in books, articles, 
speeches and interviews—with such an illuminating qual-
ity. And this is exactly why he will be awarded the Peace 
Prize of the German Publishers and Booksellers Associa-
tion today. 

* 

Much has been written about him. He’s been labelled 
a pioneer of the internet, a vanguard, a visionary. Here is 
an example: “Jaron Lanier is one of America’s cyber gu-
rus and a protagonist of a new intellectual scene of which 
Europe doesn’t even seem to be aware, even though it 
should be, so as to wake up from the haze of the last cen-
tury.” An intelligent sentence, articulated by a man who 
was himself a great visionary and humanist and whose 
tragic and premature death we mourned here at the Paul-
skirche a few weeks ago: Frank Schirrmacher. 

Schirrmacher wrote this sentence as a way to shake 
Europe to its senses, and he wrote it—and here I would 
love to make you guess when—in the year 2000. That’s 14 
years ago. So it did take a while before the debate on the 
opportunities and risks of the internet—which has been 
raging in California for decades—reached the so-called 
“Old World”. Now, we also engage in these controversial 
discussions, and we’re able to draw on many things that 
have already been thought and said; indeed, on much of 
what Jaron Lanier himself has thought and said. 

Today’s recipient is an impressive polymath. He is a 
writer, musician, scientist, entrepreneur, teacher, activist 
and inventor. His biography is a dazzling example of a 
patchwork identity that may appear postmodern at first 
glance, but is more reminiscent of Humboldt’s education-
al ideal upon closer scrutiny. The multitude of his talents 
links Lanier with an ancient, centuries-old conception of 
being a scholar; when scholars were philosophers, archi-
tects, painters and doctors in one and did not shy away 
from entering into debates of socio-political relevance. 

Lanier’s biography has a European stamp on it. While 
he was born in New York in 1960, his mother grew up in 
Europe and his father, too, has European roots. His family 
suffered the persecution of the Jews; his mother survived 
the worst rupture in civilisation in the history of man-
kind, the Holocaust; she survived the war and managed to 
flee, making her way to a new, better world across the 
Atlantic.  

Today, their son vehemently defends the individuality 
of each person in the digital age. This places him in a 
great humanist tradition. Lanier cautions us not to put 
computers and networks above all that is human, not to 
belittle man and, as he writes, “not to lower our standards 
so as to make information technology look better”.  

Lanier calls on us—as free, self-determined, motivated, 
and creative individuals—to work towards a better future. 
And it is thus that this American with European roots 
leads us back to our own tradition of thought and reminds 
of our best capabilities. He reminds us that man should 
never be degraded to an object; not for any idea or ideolo-
gy, regardless of its aim. 

Lanier provides a poignant description of how for 
some in Silicon Valley the belief in a smart internet world 
has become an ideology, if not a new religion. Google 
founder Larry Page once claimed that “human program-
ming”, to use his own words, would require fewer bytes 
than a simple operating system for computers. But if 
people were only to become the sum of their data—i.e. a 
collection of their biodata plus information on all the 
places they’ve ever been, everything they’ve ever read, 
heard or said—then we’d be able to save this information-
person in his entirety, as a file. According to this logic, 
our digital twin might even attain immortality. To quote 
Lanier: “But if you want to make the transition from the 
old religion, where you hope God will give you an after-
life, to the new religion, where you hope to become im-
mortal by getting uploaded into a computer, then you 
have to believe information is real and alive.” He then 
concludes: “Man does not occupy a particularly special 
position (within such a world.)”  
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Many who adhere to this belief ascribe to the global 
network a sort of higher consciousness—one that is supe-
rior to the consciousness of man. They believe that the 
digital consciousness is more reasonable than we are and 
knows much better what’s good for us. On the most basic 
level this just means that word processors—whether we 
want to or not—end up correcting our writing; but soon, 
our fridges will fill up themselves or we will be sent 
goods that we didn’t even know we wanted to buy. And 
not long after that, some algorithm will determine that we 
need to pay higher health insurance premiums or deserve 
to be cast out socially because we’ve refused to have our 
bodies hooked up to cables, because we don’t exercise 
daily and travel to the wrong countries on vacation. 

According to this logic, it’s a good thing that the in-
ternet should take so many decisions off our backs, since 
it looks out for us around the clock, taking care even of 
our social relations. The internet turns into a doting 
mother, an alert and strict father. Welcome to this brave 
new world. 

* 

To avoid any misunderstandings: I’m not against digi-
tal technologies per se. On the contrary: whenever it con-
stitutes an improvement of our lives I’m all for any kind 
of innovation. But the belief that we are merely the sum 
of our data reduces and degrades man; plus, it does not 
recognise who is the actual creator of culture. For it is the 
writers, musicians, filmmakers, engineers, programmers, 
journalists and other creatives themselves who come up 
with the content that fills up the internet. In short, this 
content is created by actual human beings, and it is these 
people who are the first to lend meaning to that which 
they have created. This is why it is also unacceptable that 
only very few make billions off these cultural achieve-
ments, whilst many creators emerge empty-handed. An 
act of creation should be honoured and we should not 
succumb to the illusion that anything on the internet is in 
fact free. 

Because, in the end, we will all have to pay. Lanier 
writes: “If music is free, then your cell phone bill goes up, 
however crazy that sounds.” He continues: “There is cer-
tainly nothing wrong with that, but since the web is kill-
ing the old media, we face a situation in which culture is 
effectively eating its own seed stock.” Cultural achieve-
ment, ladies and gentlemen, should and must have a 
value and a price. And as a trained bookseller I would like 
to add: some of the arrogant attacks on the German fixed 
retail price of books truly irritate me. 

We end up paying for everything that is seemingly 
free on the internet, not least with our data, which global 
internet giants with gigantic servers suck up so greedily. 
That’s not nothing. Because data will be one of the most 
important future resources and digital standards will 
become a decisive infrastructure. It is for this reason that 
our data does not belong in the hands of the few. For even 
in light of all the great opportunities provided by Big 
Data, this data collection mania makes it all the easier to 
monitor and control us. Knowledge is power and whoever 

knows what we buy, where we are, who we’re friends 
with and the stuff of our innermost dreams and desires 
knows too much. These are things that we entrust only to 
those closest to us, to our most intimate friends. Which is 
why I must insist that the collection and control of all our 
data is inimical to the very concept of a free and self-
determined society.  To be quite clear: not everything that 
is technically possible should also be permissible. Not 
everything that is more efficient is also better. The moral-
ity of feasibility is not compatible with our ethical stand-
ard. 

Please allow me to make one remark on a recent de-
bate, because it applies to many writers and also to the 
book market as a whole: diversity is a value in itself! If 
individual internet platforms—which, in the analogue 
world, were known to us as department stores, shops and 
markets—attain the kind of size that enables them to de-
termine not just the price of a product but an artist’s 
income, bestseller lists, the format of publications, the 
date of shipment, etc., then there is no diversity but just 
one all-consuming monopoly.  The golden calf of efficien-
cy and of ever-sinking prices invalidates the principle of 
plurality that lies at the heart of our economy. That is not 
acceptable and that is why I share the concerns voiced by 
so many writers against these power-hungry monopolists.  

* 

The point of an argument as basic and wide-ranging 
as Lanier’s is not to make minor readjustments. What 
Lanier voices is a fundamental critique that precludes the 
possibility of fixing certain ill-developed aspects—either 
presently existing or predictable for the future—through 
technology or engineering. There is no easy way out, no 
app to download quickly; even if some people may be-
lieve this is the case.  

But beware: Lanier doesn’t buy into a simple scheme 
of good and evil. He presents his critique as someone who 
helped initiate this new world, who eagerly pushed it 
forward, who himself has acted as a programmer. Lanier 
is a digital native; in his critique, he also criticises his 
own work and points towards instances where something 
might have gone awry. Anyone who thinks that Lanier 
turned his back on the digital world in frustration is quite 
wrong. No, he is at the forefront of the debate, pursuing 
the highly moral agenda of making things better than 
they are today. In his book “Who Owns the Future?” La-
nier writes, “My hope for the future is that it will be more 
radically wonderful, and unendingly so, than we can now 
imagine but that it will also unfold in a lucid enough way 
that people can learn lessons and be wilful.” He contin-
ues: “It was about making the world more creative, more 
expressive, more sensitive, and more interesting. But it 
wasn’t about escaping the world.” So if we want to take 
our destiny into our own hands and make the internet a 
place from which the many and not the few benefit, then 
we will have to make an effort.  

We will need rules for that digital world. Rules that 
represent our values. We will need a new charter of fun-
damental digital rights to set out what is permissible and 
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what is forbidden in light of new technological possibili-
ties. Because there have to be restrictions on what com-
panies or states are allowed to know about people. In the 
same way in which we debate subjects such as human 
cloning, euthanasia, war and peace and what goes into 
our food, we will need to talk about the digital world we 
would like to inhabit in the 21st century. We will need to 
talk about what is important to us, as a society. The party 
is over, and now we’ve got to clean up; after all the up-
heaval, we will have to end this state of virtual disorderli-
ness. 

But what could a different, more humane internet look 
like? Let’s attempt a change of perspective first: it’s not 
about what “the internet” should look like. The internet 
could never be human, even if engineers become better 
and better at simulating a kind of “internet conscious-
ness”. The internet is not a subject. At best, it is an infra-
structure serving many people that has the potential to 
create a lot of good. It can even be fun. 

We will have to do away with the idea that there is a 
clear separation between the analogue and digital worlds. 
That was a long time ago. We only have this one world 
and we will have to figure out how to live together in 
peace. Almost all questions on the subject of internet 
politics concern the same socio-political questions that we 
know from the days of the analogue world. Which is why 
not just internet politicians and activists need to stand 
up, but also those who are not digital natives; they, too, 
have a right to participate in the discussion. Because if 
we were to leave all these questions to the tech experts, 
the programmers and the nerds, we’d end up living in a 
self-referential system ruled by engineers and mathema-
ticians; a government of experts in the Platonic sense. 
But that wouldn’t be a democracy in our sense. 

It is clear that there isn’t one right way to set up such 
rules. But perhaps we Europeans will be able to provide 
some suggestions and experiences to help with the next 
push of innovation on the internet. At the moment, the 
standards enforced by US corporations as well as an in-
creasing number of Asian companies dominate. But it 
doesn’t have to be that way. Because we could think of 
different standards, a few of which I will now list: 

• A standard that honours creative output and 
people’s work and does not exploit this as a free and 
readily available resource. 

• A standard that respects privacy. Not every sin-
gle one of my search terms needs to be stored. 

•  A standard that guarantees data security. I don’t 
want anybody to read my letters, to know what music I 
listen to, which books I read, and who scans my vacation 
shots on the lookout for something usable, creating a 
profile on the basis of that information. 

• A standard that calls the internet economy’s “the 
winner takes it all”-ideology into question. Indeed, a con-
stellation of power that is too vast would be at odds with 
competition and plurality. 

In order to establish these new standards we might 
even use the instruments that have served us well in the 

past. Juli Zeh, for example, encourages us to develop 
seals of quality that already guide our decisions in shop-
ping for food, in car safety and in other areas. We could 
create institutions dedicated to technology impact as-
sessment and nominate an ethics panel to accompany 
new technical innovations. We could modernise our copy-
right, data protection, consumer protection and antitrust 
laws and give them legal security in the context of a 
global trade law. There are many things we could do and 
we need to start right now.  

I would like to live in a democratic society. In a digital, 
democratic society. For it is a mistake to believe that we 
can resist digitisation; social integration and participation 
in our society are increasingly dependent on our ability to 
move confidently through the internet. And because this 
is the case we can’t simply chalk up responsibility to the 
individual and claim that “you don’t have to join in, just 
stay offline!” No, our school curriculums need to react to 
these changes so that our children can reap the benefits 
of the digital age and are not released into the world 
without protection. 

However, even in this world the individual needs to be 
able to opt out—even if the majority doesn’t. Even if many 
give up their data enthusiastically, even if their bodies 
are hooked up to all kinds of cables, even if they voluntar-
ily save all their biodata in cloud storage—even so, those 
in the minority should not suffer if they refuse. To put it 
plainly, the protection of minorities applies equally in the 
digital and analogue realm!  

* 

Today, Jaron Lanier is being awarded an important 
Peace Prize. He is the rightful winner of this Prize and 
also acts as a representative for all those who are part of 
the seminal debate on our digital future. The German 
Publishers and Booksellers Association would like to 
invite more people to take part in this debate, regardless 
of whether they are experts or not. Because this process 
of negotiation—the question as to which digital vision will 
dominate the 21st century—is also a question of peace. It 
concerns us all. It will determine our future freedom, 
justice and whether we will live in a world of solidarity, 
pluralism and creativity. 

After this year’s recipient was announced in June, 
Frank Schirrmacher said that Jaron Lanier was to receive 
“eminently political prize”. As usual, he was right, but I 
would like to add: thank you, German Publishers and 
Booksellers Association, for this courageous and eminent-
ly political decision. It is good that you made this deci-
sion. It is good that Jaron Lanier is the recipient of today’s 
prize. 

I would like to congratulate this year's recipient. I 
would like to congratulate you, dear Jaron Lanier.   

 

 

Translated into English by The Hagedorn Group. 
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Jaron Lanier
 

“High tech peace will need a new kind of humanism” 

Acceptance speech 

This storied award cannot be given just to me. I can 
only accept it on behalf of the global community of digi-
tal activists and idealists, even though many of us disa-
gree profoundly with each other. 

I also accept this award in honor of the life of the late 
Frank Schirrmacher, who was a fountain of light in our 
times. He will be terribly missed. 

Even though I’d like to give a talk that is mostly posi-
tive and inspiring, in order to be a realist I must some-
times be a little dark. When one trusts in realism 
enough, one can burn through the indulgences of dark-
ness. It often turns out that there is light waiting on the 
other side. 

Ours is a confusing time. In the developed world we 
have enjoyed affluence for long enough to have a hard 
time appreciating it. We especially love our gadgets, 
where we can still find novelty - but we also have strong 
evidence that we would be peering over the edge of a 
precipice if we opened our eyes more often.  

It pains me to intone the familiar list of contemporary 
perils: Climate change first of all; population and depopu-
lation spirals utterly out of sync with our societies; our 
inability to plan for the decline of cheap fossil fuels; 
seemingly inescapable waves of austerity; untenable 
trends of wealth concentration; the rise of violent ex-
tremisms in so many ways in so many places… Of course 
all of these processes are intertwined with one another. 

Given this big picture, it certainly came as a surprise 
to many of us (to me most of all) that this year’s Peace 
Prize of the German Book Trade was given to a figure 
such as myself who is associated with the rise of digital 
technologies. Aren’t digital toys just a flimsy froth that 
decorates big dark waves? 

Digital designs have certainly brought about noisy 
changes to our culture and politics.  

* 

Let’s start with some good news. We have gotten a 
first peek at what a digitally efficient society might be 
like, and despite the ridiculousness of the surveillance 
economy we seem to have chosen so far, we must not 
forget that there’s a lot to like about what we have seen.  

Waste can be systemically reduced, it turns out, just 
when we must become more efficient to combat climate 
change. For instance, we have learned that solar power 
performs better than many suspected it would, though it 
must be combined with a smart grid to be enjoyed with 
reliability. This is just the sort of positive option that my 

colleagues and I had hoped might come about through 
digital networking. 

But the practical hopes for digital networks have also 
been accompanied by a symbolic, almost metaphysical 
project. Digital technology has come to bear the burden 
of being the primary channel for optimism in our times. 
This, after so many Gods have failed. What an odd fate 
for what started out as a rather sterile corner of mathe-
matics!  

Digital cultural optimism is not insane. We have seen 
new patterns of creativity and perhaps have even found 
a few new tendrils of empathy transcending what used 
to be barriers of distance and cultural difference. This 
sort of pleasure has perhaps been over-celebrated by 
now, but it is real. For a trivial but personal example, 
how lovely that I now am in touch with oud players 
around the world, that I can rehearse a concert over the 
‘net. It really is great fun. 

I just mentioned some of the good stuff, but we have 
also famously used digital toys to acquiesce to cheap and 
casual mass spying and manipulation; we have created a 
new kind of ultra-elite, supremely wealthy and untouch-
able class of technologists; and all too often we now set-
tle into a frenzy of digitally efficient hyper-narcissism.  

I still enjoy technology so much that I can hardly ex-
press it. Virtual Reality can be fun and beautiful. And yet 
here I am, so critical. To avoid contradictions and ambi-
guities is to avoid reality.  

It is a question pondered by online commentators 
many thousands of times a day. To render opinions on 
Internet culture can seem as useless as dripping water 
from an eyedropper onto a sidewalk in a rainstorm. Any-
one who speaks online knows what it’s like these days. 
You either huddle with those who agree, or else your 
opinion is instantly blended into grey mush by violent 
blades.  

Thesis and antithesis, one hand and the other, no 
longer lead to a higher synthesis in the online world. 
Hegel has been beheaded. Instead there are only statisti-
cal waves of data, endlessly swirled into astonishing 
fortunes by those who use it to calculate economic ad-
vantages for themselves. 

* 

The Peace Prize of the German Book Trade is associ-
ated with books, so in this era of digital takeover we 
must ask, “What is a book?”  
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The Internet is used to comment on the Internet as 
much as it is used for pornography or cat pictures, but it 
is really only media external to the Internet – books in 
particular - that can provide perspective or syntheses. 
That is one reason the Internet must not become the sole 
platform of communication. It serves us best when it 
isn’t both subject and object.  

Thus a creature of digital culture such as myself 
writes books when it is time to look at the big picture. 
There is a chance that a reader will read a whole book. 
There is at least an extended moment that I and a reader 
might share.  

If a book is only a type of manufactured object made 
of paper, then it can only be celebrated in the way we 
might celebrate clarinets or beer. We love these things, 
but they are only particular designs, evolved products 
with their own trade fairs and sub-cultures. 

A book is something far more profound. It is a state-
ment of a particular balance between individual person-
hood and human continuity. Each book has an author, 
someone who took a risk and made a commitment, say-
ing, “I have spent a substantial slice of my short life to 
convey a definite story and a point of view, and I am 
asking you to do the same to read my book: Can I earn 
such a huge commitment from you?” A book is a station, 
not the tracks.  

Books are a high stakes game, perhaps not in terms 
of money (compared with other industries), but in terms 
of effort, commitment, attention, the allocation of our 
short human lives, and our potential to influence the 
future in a positive way. Being an author forces one into 
a humanizing form of vulnerability. The book is an archi-
tecture of human dignity.  

A book in its very essence asserts that individual ex-
perience is central to meaning, for each book is distinct. 
Paper books are by their nature not mushed together 
into one collective, universal book. We have come to 
think it is normal for there to be a single Wikipedia arti-
cle about a humanities topic for which there really can’t 
be only one optimized telling; most topics are not like 
math theorems.  

In the print era there were multiple encyclopedias, 
each announcing a point of view, and yet in the digital 
era there is effectively only one. Why should that be so? 
It is not a technical inevitability, despite “network ef-
fects.” It is a decision based on unquestioned but shoddy 
dogma that ideas in themselves ought to be coupled to 
network effects. (It is sometimes said that the Wikipedia 
will become the memory for a global artificial intelli-
gence, for instance.)  

Books are changing. Some of the metamorphosis is 
creative and fascinating. I am charmed by the thought of 
books that will someday synchronize to virtual worlds, 
and by other weird ideas.  

But too much of the metamorphosis is creepy. You 
must now, suddenly, subject yourself to surveillance in 

order to read an eBook. What a peculiar deal we have 
made! In the past we struggled to save books from the 
flames, but now books have been encumbered with du-
ties to report your reading conduct to an opaque network 
of high tech offices that analyze and manipulate you. Is it 
better for a book to be a spying device or ashes? 

Books have always helped us undo problems we 
bring upon ourselves. Now we must save ourselves by 
noticing the problems we are forcing upon books. 

* 

Beyond books, a “peace prize” is obviously associated 
with peace, but what do we mean by peace? 

Certainly peace must mean that violence and terror 
are not used to gain power or influence, but beyond that, 
peace must also have a creative character.  

Most of us do not want to accept some sort of static or 
dull existence, even if it is free of violence. We do not 
want to accept the peaceful order that authoritarian or 
imposed solutions claim to offer, whether digital or old 
fashioned. Nor should we expect that future generations 
will accept our particular vision of a sustainable society 
forever, no matter how smart we are or how good our 
intentions might be.  

So peace is a puzzle. How can we be free and yet not 
veer into the freedom to be nasty? How can peace be 
both capricious and sustainable?  

The resolutions between freedom and stability that 
we have come to know have tended to rely on bribery - 
on ever-increasing consumption - but that doesn’t appear 
to be a long term option.  

Maybe we could stabilize society with virtual re-
wards, or at least that’s an idea one hears around Silicon 
Valley quite often. Get people to reduce their carbon 
footprints by wooing them with virtual trinkets within 
video games. It might work at first, but there’s a phony 
and patronizing quality to that approach. 

I don’t believe we know everything we need to know 
yet about solutions to the long term puzzle of peace. That 
might sound like a negative comment on first hearing, 
but it is actually an overtly optimistic statement; I be-
lieve we are learning more and more about peace as we 
go. 

My darkest digital fear concerns what I call the “pack 
switch.” This is a thesis about a persistent aspect of hu-
man character that is opposed to peace.  

People are like wolves, according to this theory; we 
are members of a species that can function either as 
individuals or in packs. There is a switch inside us. We 
are prone to suddenly fall into pack thinking without 
even realizing it.  

If there is one thing that terrifies me about the Inter-
net, this is it. Here we have a medium which can elicit 
“flash mobs” and routinely creates sudden “viral” popu-
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larities. So far, these effects have not been evil on an 
epochal level, but what is there to prevent that? When 
generations grow up largely organized and mediated by 
global corporate cyber-structures like proprietary social 
networks, how can we know who will inherit control of 
those designs? 

Traditional definitions of “peace” are often only of 
peace within the pack or clan, so clannishness might be 
the most pernicious of our sins. It undermines us at our 
core. 

Hive identity is almost universally perceived as a vir-
tue. The Book of Proverbs in the Old Testament lists a set 
of sins, including lying, murder, pride, and so on, but 
also “sowing discord among brethren.” Similar injunc-
tions exist in every culture, political system, or religion I 
have studied. I do not bring this up to suggest an equiva-
lency between all cultures or creeds, but rather a com-
mon danger within us, in our nature, that we all face and 
must learn to deflect. Becoming a loyal part of a pack is 
confused with goodness again and again, even – espe-
cially! - when the people fancy themselves to be rebels. It 
is always pack against pack.  

It is as true for those who identify with pop styles or 
a particular approach to digital politics, as it can be for 
traditional ethnicity, nationality, or religion. Within digi-
tal culture, one can be vilified for not adhering strictly 
enough to the dogma of the “open” movement, for in-
stance.  

Again and again, our crude “sins” like greed or pack 
identity obsession emerge rudely but stealthily from our 
carefully cultivated patterns of perfect thinking – in fact, 
just when we think we’re close to technical perfection.  

The lovely idea of human rights is being confounded 
by gamesmanship during our present algorithmic era. 
After generations of thinkers and activists focused on 
human rights, what happened? Corporations became 
people, or so said the Supreme Court in the United 
States! A human right is an absolute benefit, so sneaky 
players will connive to calculate multiples of that benefit 
for themselves and their pack-mates. What are we to do 
with our idea of human rights in America? It's been in-
verted.  

* 

For another example, it is just when digital compa-
nies believe they are doing the most good, optimizing the 
world, that they suddenly find themselves operating 
massive spying and behavior modification empires. Con-
sider Facebook, which is the first large public company 
controlled by a single individual, who is mortal. It gov-
erns much of the pattern of social connection in the 
world today. Who might inherit this power? Is there not a 
new kind of peril implicit in that quandary? 

Of course this topic has special resonance in Germa-
ny. I would like to say something profound about that 
angle, but honestly I don’t fully understand what hap-

pened. My mother was from Vienna, and many of her 
relatives were lost to the evil and the shiny mega-
violence of the Nazi regime. She suffered horribly as a 
young girl, and almost perished as well. Were I not so 
close to those events, were the impact more muted for 
me, I might be more ready to pretend that I understand 
them more fully, as so many scholars pretend to do. 

In all honesty I still find it terribly hard to understand 
the Nazi era, despite much reading. At the very least, the 
Nazis certainly proved that a highly technical and mod-
ern sensibility is not an antidote to evil. In that sense, 
the Nazi period heightens my concerns about whether 
the Internet could serve as a superior platform for sud-
den mass pack/clan violence.  

I don’t think outright repudiation of pack/clan identi-
ty is the best way to avoid falling into the associated 
violence. People seem to need it. Countries more often 
than not resist losing identity in larger confederations. 
Very few people are ready to live as global citizens, free 
of national association. There’s something abstract and 
unreal about that sort of attempt to perfect human char-
acter. 

The best strategy might be for each individual to be-
long to enough varied clans that it becomes too confus-
ing to form coherent groups in opposition to one another. 
Back in the digital beginning, decades ago, I held out 
exactly this hope for digital networks. If each person 
could feel a sense of clan membership in a confusing 
variety of “teams” in a more connected world, maybe the 
situation would become a little too tangled for traditional 
rivalries to escalate. 

This is also why I worry about the way social net-
works have evolved to corral people into groups to be 
well-targeted for what is called advertising these days, 
but is really more like the micromanagement of the most 
easily available options, through link placement.  

I always feel the world becomes a slightly better 
place when I meet someone who has ties to multiple 
sports teams and can’t decide which one to cheer at a 
game. Such a person is still enthused, but also confused: 
suddenly an individual and not part of a pack. The 
switch is reset. 

That kind of reset is interesting because it is a change 
in outlook brought about by circumstances instead of the 
expression of ideas, and that type of influence is exactly 
what happens with technology all the time. 

In the past an idea in a book might have been per-
suasive or seductive, or might in some cases have been 
forced into belief and practice by the means of a gun or a 
sword held near. Today, however, ideas are often implicit 
in the computer code we use to run our lives. 

Privacy is an example. Whatever one thinks about 
privacy, it’s the code running in faraway cloud comput-
ers that determines what ideas about privacy are actually 
in effect.  
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The concept of privacy is multifaceted, widely vary-
ing, and always hard to define, and yet the code which 
creates or destroys privacy is tediously – banally – con-
crete and pervasive. Privacy is hardly a personal deci-
sion anymore, which means it’s no longer even some-
thing that can be thought about in the old sense. Only 
fanatical scholastics waste time on moot questions.  

The only useful thinking about privacy is that think-
ing which leads to changes in the code. And yet we’ve 
mostly “outsourced” our politics to remote corporations, 
so there is often no clear channel between thinking and 
coding, meaning between thinking and social reality. 
Programmers have created a culture in which they ex-
pect to outrun regulators. 

We ask governments to tip toe into the bizarre pro-
cess of attempting to regulate how cloud-based corpora-
tions channel our communications and coordinated activ-
ities with one another. But then programmers will some-
times contravene whatever the company has been forced 
to do, rendering government action into an absurdity. 
We have seen this pattern with copyright, for instance, 
but also in different ways with issues like the right to be 
forgotten or in certain arenas of privacy, particularly for 
women online. (Current architectures and practices favor 
anonymous harassers over the women they harass.) 

In each case, many of the most creative and sympa-
thetic activists don’t want people to be able to contra-
vene the “openness” of the network. But at the same 
time many digital activists have a seemingly infinite 
tolerance for gargantuan inequities in how people benefit 
from that all-seeing eye.  

For instance, big data fuels the algorithmic concen-
tration of wealth. It happened first in music and finance, 
but is spreading to every other theater of human activity. 
The algorithms don’t create sure bets, but they do gradu-
ally force the larger society to take on the risks associat-
ed with profits that benefit only the few. This in turn 
induces austerity. Since austerity is coupled with a shar-
ing economy (because certain kinds of sharing provides 
the data that run the scheme), everyone but the tiny 
minority on top of the computing clouds experiences a 
gradual loss of security. 

This, in my view, is the primary negative conse-
quence that has occurred thus far through network tech-
nology. To observe that is not to dismiss another problem 
which has gained much more attention, because it is 
sensational. A side effect of the rise of the algorithmic 
surveillance economy is the compelled leakage of all that 
data into the computers of national intelligence services. 
We know much more about this than we would have 
because of Edward Snowden’s revelations. 

Curbing government surveillance is essential to the 
future of democracy, but activists need to keep in mind 
that in the big picture what is going on at the moment is 
a gradual weakening of governments in favor of the 
businesses that gather the data in first place, through the 
mechanisms of wealth disparity and austerity. That is 

only true for democracies, of course; non-democratic 
regimes take control of their own clouds, as we see, for 
instance, in China.  

I do sometimes wonder if we’ve outsourced our de-
mocracies to the tech companies simply in order to not 
have to face it all. We deflect our own power and respon-
sibility. 

* 

Here I feel compelled to foresee a potential misunder-
standing. I am not “anti-corporate.” I like big corpora-
tions, and big tech corporations in particular. My friends 
and I sold a startup to Google and I currently have a 
research post in Microsoft’s labs. We must not put each 
other through purity tests, as if we were cloud algo-
rithms classifying one another for targeted ads.  

The various institutions that people invent need not 
annihilate each other, but can balance each other. We 
can learn to be “loyal opposition” within all the institu-
tions we might support or at least tolerate, whether gov-
ernment, business, religion, or anything else. We don’t 
always need to destroy in order to create. We can and 
ought to live with a tangle of allegiances. That is how to 
avoid the clan/hive switch. 

Learning to think beyond opposition can yield clarity. 
For instance, I disagree equally with those who favor a 
flat distribution of economic benefits and those who 
prefer the winner-take-all outcomes that the high tech 
economy has been yielding lately. The economy need not 
look like either a tower overlooking a sea of foolish pre-
tenders, or a salt flat where everyone is forced to be the 
same by some controlling authority.  

One can instead prefer a dominant middle block in an 
economy. An honest measurement of anything in reality 
ought to yield a bell curve. If an economy yields a bell 
curve of outcomes, not only is it honest, but it is also 
stable and democratic, for then power is broadly distrib-
uted. The focus of economic justice should not be to con-
demn rich people in principle, but to condemn a basin in 
the middle of the distribution.  

The conflict between the Left and Right has been so 
acute for so long that we don’t even have an honest vo-
cabulary to describe the honest mathematics of the bell 
curve. We can’t speak of a “middle class” because the 
term has become so fraught. And yet that impossible-to-
articulate middle is the heart of moderation where we 
must seek peace. 

As boring as it might seem to be at first, moderation 
is actually both the most fascinating and promising path 
forward. We are constantly presented with contrasts 
between old and new, and we are asked to choose. 
Should we support old-fashioned taxis and their old-
fashioned benefits for drivers or new types of services 
like Uber that offer digital efficiencies?  
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These choices are false choices! The only ethical op-
tion is to demand a synthesis of the best of pre-digital 
and digital designs.  

One of the problems is that technologists are often 
trapped in old supernatural fantasies that prevent us 
from being honest about our own work. Once upon a 
time, scientists imagined coming up with the magic 
formulas to make machines come alive and become self-
sufficient. After that, artificial intelligence algorithms 
would write the books, mine the fuels, manufacture the 
gadgets, care for the sick and drive the trucks. That 
would lead to a crisis of unemployment, perhaps, but 
society would adjust, perhaps with a turn towards social-
ism or a basic income model.  

But the plan never worked out. Instead, what looks 
like automation is actually driven by big data. The big-
gest computers in the world gather data from what real 
people – like authors - do, acting as the most compre-
hensive spying services in history, and that data is re-
hashed to run the machines.  

* 

It turns out that “automation” still needs huge num-
bers of people! And yet the fantasy of a machine-centric 
future requires that those real people be rendered anon-
ymous and forgotten. It is a trend that reduces the mean-
ing of authorship, but as a matter of course will also 
shrink the economy as a whole, while enriching those 
who own the biggest spying computers. 

In order to create the appearance of automatic lan-
guage translations, for instance, the works of real trans-
lators must be scanned by the millions every single day 
(because of references to current events and the like.) 
This is a typical arrangement.  

It’s usually the case that an appearance of automation 
is actually hiding the disenfranchisement of the people 
behind the curtain who do the work, which in turn con-
tributes to austerity, which in turn rules out the possibil-
ity of socialism or basic income as a way to compensate 
for all the theatrically simulated unemployment. The 
whole cycle is a cosmic scale example of smart people 
behaving stupidly. 

 “Disrupt” might be the most common word in digital 
business and culture. We pretend it’s hard to differenti-
ate “creative destruction” – a most popular trope in mod-
ern business literature - from mere destruction.  

It really isn’t that hard. Just look to see if people are 
losing security and benefits even though what they do is 
still needed. Buggy whips are obsolete, but the kinds of 
services being made more efficient by digital services 
lately are usually just being reformatted, not rejected. 

Whenever someone introduces a cloud service to 
make some aspect of life easier, like access to music, 
rides, dates, loans, or anything else, it also now expected 
that innocent people will suffer, even if that is not strict-

ly, technically necessary. People will be cut off from 
social protections. 

If artists enjoyed copyright, that will be lost in the 
new system. If workers were in a union, they will no 
longer be. If drivers had special licenses and contracts, 
they no longer will. If citizens enjoyed privacy, then they 
must adjust to the new order. 

The familiar expectation that one must incinerate old 
rights, like privacy, or security through the labor move-
ment, in order to introduce new technological efficien-
cies, is bizarre. Techie idealists often focus on how the 
old protections were imperfect, unfair, and corrupt – all 
of which was often so – but we rarely admit to ourselves 
how the new situation offers spectacularly inferior pro-
tections and astoundingly greater levels of unfairness. 

If you are a technology creator, please consider this: 
If you need to rely on dignity destruction as a crutch in 
order to demonstrate a new efficiency through digital 
networking, it only means you’re not good at the tech-
nology. You are cheating. Really efficient technological 
designs should improve both service and dignity for 
people at the same time. 

* 

We humans are geniuses at confusing ourselves by 
using computers. The most important example is the 
way computation can make statistics seem to be an ade-
quate description of reality. This might sound like an 
obscure technical problem, but it is actually at the core of 
our era’s economic and social challenges. 

There is an exponentially increasing number of ob-
servations about how gigantic “big data” is these days; 
about the multitudes of sensors hiding in our environ-
ment, or how vast the cloud computing facilities have 
become, in their obscure locations, desperate to throw off 
their excess heat into wild rivers.  

What is done with all that data? Statistical algorithms 
analyze it! 

If you would, please raise the tip of your finger and 
move it slowly through the air. Given how many cameras 
there are in our present-day world, some camera is prob-
ably looking at it, and some algorithm somewhere is 
probably automatically predicting where it will be in 
another moment. The algorithm might have been set in 
place by a government intelligence operation, a bank, a 
criminal gang, a Silicon Valley company, who knows? It 
is ever-cheaper to do it and everyone who can, does. 

That algorithm will probably be correct for at least a 
little while. This is true simply because statistics is a 
valid branch of mathematics.  

But beyond that, the particular reality we find our-
selves in is friendly to statistics. This is a subtle aspect of 
our reality. Our world, at least at the level in which hu-
mans function, has an airy, spacious quality. The nature 
of our environment is that most things have enough 
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room to continue on in what they were just doing. For 
contrast, Newton’s laws (i.e. a thing in motion will con-
tinue) do not apply in a common tile puzzle, because 
every move is so constrained and tricky in such a puzzle.  

But despite the apparent airiness of everyday events, 
our world is still fundamentally like a tile puzzle. It is a 
world of structure, governed by conservation and exclu-
sion principles. What that means is simple: My finger 
will probably keep on moving as it was, but not forever, 
because it will reach the limit of how far my arm can 
extend, or it will run into a wall or some other obstacle. 

This is the peculiar, flavorful nature of our world: 
commonplace statistical predictability, but only for lim-
ited stretches of time, and we can’t predict those limits 
universally. So cloud-based statistics often work at first, 
but then fail.  

We think we can use computers to see into the fu-
ture, but then suddenly our schemes fail. (Good scien-
tists who work with theory, beyond statistics, understand 
this problem and also model the wall that interrupts the 
progress of your finger. That level of effort is rarely ex-
pended in cloud business, however, since billions are 
still made without it.) 

This is the universal and seductive pattern of intellec-
tual failure in our times. Why are we so easily seduced? 
It is hard to describe how intense the seductive quality is 
to someone who hasn’t experienced it. 

If you’re a financier running cloud statistics algo-
rithms, it feels at first like you have the magic touch of 
King Midas. You just sit back and your fortune accumu-
lates. But then something happens. You might run out of 
people to offer stupid loans to, or your competitors start 
using similar algorithms, or something.  

Some structural limit interrupts your amazing run of 
perfect luck, and you are always shocked, shocked, 
shocked, even if it has happened before, because the 
seductive power of those early phases is irresistible. (A 
baseball team where I live in California was celebrated in 
the book and movie ‘Moneyball’ for using statistics to 
become winners, and yet now they are losing. This is 
utterly typical.) 

There is also an intense power-trip involved. You can 
not only predict, but you can force patterns into the ways 
users express themselves, and how they act.  

It is common these days for a digital company to woo 
some users into a service that provides a new efficiency 
through algorithms and cloud connectivity. This might 
be a way of distributing books to tablets, a way of order-
ing rides in cars or finding places to sleep while travel-
ling, a way of keeping track of family members and 
friends, of finding partners for sex and romance, or a 
way of finding loans.  

Whatever it is, a phenomenon called “network effect” 
soon takes hold, and after that, instead of a world of 
choices, people are for the most part compelled to use 

whichever service has outrun the others. A new kind of 
monopoly comes into being, often in the form of a Cali-
fornia-based company. 

The users will typically feel like they are getting tre-
mendous bargains. Free music! They seem to be unable 
to draw a connection to their own lessening prospects. 
Instead they are grateful. If you tell them, through the 
design of algorithms, how to date, or how to present 
themselves to their families, they will comply. 

Whoever runs one of these operations, which I call 
Siren Servers, can set the norms for society, such as 
privacy. It is like being king. 

* 

That is the raw economic snapshot that characterizes 
so many aspects of our society in recent times. It was the 
story of music early on. Soon it will be the story of manu-
facturing (because of 3D printers and factory automa-
tion), health care (because of robotic nurses), and every 
other segment of the economy.  

And of course it has overtaken the very idea of elec-
tions in the United States, where computational gerry-
mandering and targeted advertising have made elections 
into contests between big computers instead of contests 
between candidates. (Please don’t let that happen in 
Europe.) 

It works over and over and yet it also fails over and 
over in another sense. Automated trading crashes spec-
tacularly, and then starts up again. Recorded music 
crashes, but then the same rulebook is applied to books. 
Billons are accumulated around the biggest computers 
with each cycle. The selfish illusion of infallibility ap-
pears over and over again - the serial trickster of our era 
– and makes our smartest and kindest technical minds 
become part of the problem instead of part of the solu-
tion. We make billions just before we slam into the wall. 

If this pattern is inevitable, then politics don’t matter 
much. Politics, in that case, could at most delay a prede-
termined unraveling.  

But what if politics can actually matter? In that case, 
it is sad that current digital politics is so often self-
defeating. The mainstream of digital politics, which is 
still perceived as young and “radical,” continues to plow 
forward with a set of ideas about openness from over 
three decades ago, even though the particular formula-
tion has clearly backfired. 

As my friends and I watched the so-called Twitter or 
Facebook revolution unfold in Tahrir Square from the 
comfort of Silicon Valley, I remember saying, “Twitter 
will not provide jobs for those brave, bright young Egyp-
tians, so this movement can’t succeed.” Freedom isolated 
from economics (in the broad sense of the word) is mean-
ingless.  

It is hard to speak of this, because one must immedi-
ately anticipate so many objections. One can be con-
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vinced, for instance, that traditional social constructions 
like “jobs” or “money” can and should be made obsolete 
through digital networks, but: Any replacement inven-
tions would need to offer some of the same benefits, 
which young people often prefer to not think about. But 
one cannot enter into only part of the circle of life. 

This is a tricky topic and deserves a careful explana-
tion. The “sharing economy” offers only the real time 
benefits of informal economies that were previously only 
found in the developing world, particularly in slums. 
Now we’ve imported them into the developed world, and 
young people love them, because the emotion of sharing 
is so lovely.  

But people can’t stay young forever. Sometimes peo-
ple get sick, or need to care for children, partners, or 
parents. We can’t “sing for our supper” for every meal. 
Because of this reality, the sharing economy has to be 
understood ultimately as a deceptive ritual of death de-
nial. Biological realism is the core reason formal econo-
mies came into being in the first place. If we undermine 
both union protections, through the sharing economy, 
and trap governments in long term patterns of austerity 
and debt crisis, through that same economy, who will 
take care of the needy?  

Sometimes I wonder if younger people in the devel-
oped world, facing the inevitable onslaught of aging 
demographics, are subconsciously using the shift to 
digital technology as way to avoid being crushed by 
obligations to an excess of elders. Most parts of the de-
veloped world are facing this type of inverted demo-
graphic cataclysm in the coming decades. Maybe it’s 
proper for young people to seek shelter, but if so, the 
problem is that they too will become old and needy 
someday, for that is the human condition. 

Within the tiny elite of billionaires who run the cloud 
computers, there is a loud, confident belief that technol-
ogy will make them immortal. Google has funded a large 
organization to “solve death,” for instance. There are 
many other examples. 

I know many of the principal figures in the anti-
death, or post-human movement, which sits at the core 
of Silicon Valley culture, and I view most of them as 
living in a dream world divorced from rational science. 
(There are also some fine scientists who simply accept 
the funding; funding for science these days often comes 
from oddly-motivated sources, so I cannot fault them.) 

The arithmetic is clear. If immortality technology, or 
at least dramatic life extension technology, starts to 
work, it would either have to be restricted to the tiniest 
elite, or else we would have to stop adding children to 
the world and enter into an infinitely stale gerontocracy. 
I point this out only to reinforce that when it comes to 
digital technology, what seems radical – what at first 
seems to be creative destruction - is often actually hyper-
conservative and infinitely stale and boring once it has a 
chance to play out. 

Another popular formulation would have our brains 
“uploaded” into virtual reality so that we could live for-
ever in software form. This despite the fact that we don’t 
know how brains work. We don’t yet know how ideas are 
represented in neurons. We allocate billions of dollars on 
simulating brains even though we don’t really know the 
basic principles as yet. We are treating hopes and beliefs 
as if they were established science. We are treating 
computers as religious objects. 

We need to consider whether fantasies of machine 
grace are worth maintaining. In resisting the fantasies of 
artificial intelligence, we can see a new formulation of an 
old idea that has taken many forms in the past: “Human-
ism.” 

* 

The new humanism is a belief in people, as before, 
but specifically in the form of a rejection of artificial 
intelligence. This doesn’t mean rejecting any particular 
algorithm or robotic mechanism. Every single purported 
artificially intelligent algorithm can be equally well-
understood as a non-autonomous function that people 
can use as a tool. 

The rejection is not based on the irrelevant argument 
usually put forward about what computers can do or not 
do, but instead on how people are always needed to per-
ceive the computer in order for it to be real. Yes, an algo-
rithm with cloud big data gathered from millions, mil-
lions of people, can perform a task. You can see the shal-
lowness of computers on a practical level, because of the 
dependency on a hidden crowd of anonymous people, or 
a deeper epistemological one: Without people, computers 
are just space heaters making patterns. 

One need not specify whether a divine element is 
present in a person or not, nor precisely whether certain 
“edge cases” like bonobos should be considered human 
beings. Nor must one make absolute judgments about 
the ultimate nature of people or computers. One must, 
however, treat computers as less-than-human.  

To talk about specific ways out of our stupid digital 
economics pattern is to enter into a difficult argument. I 
have mostly explored and advocated one approach, 
which is to revive the original concept for digital media 
architecture, dating back to Ted Nelson’s work in the 
1960s.  

Ted suggested a universal micropayment scheme for 
digital contributions from people. Once again, this was 
not a radical reaction, but the historical starting point for 
all digital media investigations.  

I have looked into extending Ted’s idea in order to 
support the way people’s lives are presently read into 
big data schemes. For instance, as I pointed out earlier, 
free language translation services actually depend on 
scanning the work of millions of real human translators 
every day. Why not pay those real people? It would be 
fair and truthful. 
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If we just admitted that people are still needed in or-
der for big data to exist, and if we were willing to lessen 
our fantasies of artificial intelligence, then we might 
enjoy a new economic pattern in which the bell curve 
would begin to appear in digital economic outcomes, 
instead of winner-take-all results. That might result in 
sustainable societies that don’t fall prey to austerity, no 
matter how good or seemingly “automated” technology 
gets. 

This idea is controversial, to say the least, and I can’t 
argue it fully in this short statement. It is only an idea to 
be tested, at any rate, and might very well turn out to be 
untenable.  

But the key point, the essential position from which 
we must not compromise, is to recognize that there is a 
space of alternatives. The pattern we see today is not the 
only possible pattern, and is not inevitable. 

Inevitability is an illusion that leeches freedom away.  

The more advanced technology gets, the harder it will 
be to distinguish between algorithms and corporations. 
Which is Google today, or Facebook? The distinction is 
already esoteric in those cases and soon will be for many 
more corporations. If algorithms can be people, then so 
will be corporations, as they already are in the USA. 
What I declare here today is that neither an algorithm 
nor a corporation should be a person! 

The new humanism asserts that it is ok to believe 
that people are special, in the sense that people are 
something more than machines or algorithms. This 
proposition can lead to crude mocking arguments in tech 
circles, and really there’s no absolute way to prove it’s 
correct.  

We believe in ourselves and each other only on faith. 
It is a more pragmatic faith than the traditional belief in 
God. It leads to a fairer and more sustainable economy, 
and better, more accountable technology designs, for 

instance. (Believing in people is compatible with any 
belief or lack of belief in God.) 

To some techies, a belief in the specialness of people 
can sound sentimental or religious, and they hate that. 
But without believing in human specialness, how can a 
humanistic society be sought?  

May I suggest that technologists at least try to pre-
tend to believe in human specialness to see how it feels? 

* 

To conclude, I must dedicate this talk to my father, 
who passed away as I was writing it. 

I was overcome with grief. I am an only child, and 
now no parent is left. All the suffering my parents en-
dured. My father’s family suffered so many deaths in 
pogroms. One of his aunts was mute her whole life, hav-
ing survived as a girl by staying absolutely silent, hiding 
under a bed behind her older sister, who was killed by 
sword. My mother’s family, from Vienna, so many lost to 
the concentration camps. After all that, just little me.  

And yet I was soon overcome with an even stronger 
feeling of gratitude. My father lived into his late nineties, 
and got to know my daughter. They knew and loved each 
other. They made each other happy. 

Death and loss are inevitable, whatever my digital 
supremacist friends with their immortality laboratories 
think, even as they proclaim their love for creative de-
struction. However much we are pierced with suffering 
over it, in the end death and loss are boring because they 
are inevitable.  

It is the miracles we build, the friendships, the fami-
lies, the meaning, that are astonishing, interesting, blaz-
ingly amazing.  

Love creation. 

. 
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Previous winners of the Peace Prize and their laudatory speakers 

1950  Max Tau – Adolf Grimme 

1951  Albert Schweitzer – Theodor Heuss 

1952  Romano Guardini – Ernst Reuter 

1953  Martin Buber – Albrecht Goes 

1954  Carl J. Burckhardt – Theodor Heuss  

1955  Hermann Hesse – Richard Benz  

1956  Reinhold Schneider – Werner Bergengruen  

1957  Thornton Wilder – Carl J. Burckhardt  

1958  Karl Jaspers – Hannah Arendt  

1959  Theodor Heuss – Benno Reifenberg  

1960  Victor Gollancz - Heinrich Lübke  

1961  Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan – Ernst Benz  

1962  Paul Tillich – Otto Dibelius  

1963  Carl F. von Weizsäcker – Georg Picht  

1964  Gabriel Marcel – Carlo Schmid  

1965  Nelly Sachs – Werner Weber  

1966  Kardinal Bea/Visser 't Hooft – Paul Mikat  

1967  Ernst Bloch – Werner Maihofer  

1968  Léopold Sédar Senghor – François Bondy  

1969  Alexander Mitscherlich – Heinz Kohut  

1970  Alva und Gunnar Myrdal – Karl Kaiser  

1971  Marion Gräfin Dönhoff – Alfred Grosser  

1972  Janusz Korczak – Hartmut von Hentig  

1973  The Club of Rome – Nello Celio  

1974  Frère Roger – (no laudatory speech)  

1975  Alfred Grosser – Paul Frank  

1976  Max Frisch – Hartmut von Hentig  

1977  Leszek Kołakowski – Gesine Schwan  

1978  Astrid Lindgren – H.-C. Kirsch, G. U. Becker  

1979  Yehudi Menuhin – Pierre Bertaux  

1980  Ernesto Cardenal – Johann Baptist Metz 

1981  Lew Kopelew – Marion Gräfin Dönhoff  

1982  George Kennan – Carl F. von Weizsäcker  

1883  Manès Sperber - Siegfried Lenz  

1984  Octavio Paz – Richard von Weizsäcker  

1985  Teddy Kollek – Manfred Rommel  

1986  Władysław Bartoszewski – Hans Maier  

1987  Hans Jonas – Robert Spaemann  

1988  Siegfried Lenz – Yohanan Meroz  

1989  Václav Havel – André Glucksmann  

1990  Karl Dedecius – Heinrich Olschowsky  

1991  György Konrád – Jorge Semprún  

1992  Amos Oz – Siegfried Lenz  

1993  Friedrich Schorlemmer – Richard von Weizsäcker  

1994  Jorge Semprún – Wolf Lepenies  

1995  Annemarie Schimmel – Roman Herzog  

1996  Mario Vargas Llosa – Jorge Semprún  

1997  Yaşar Kemal – Günter Grass  

1998  Martin Walser – Frank Schirrmacher  

1999  Fritz Stern – Bronislaw Geremek  

2000  Assia Djebar – Barbara Frischmuth  

2001  Jürgen Habermas – Jan Philipp Reemtsma  

2002  Chinua Achebe – Theodor Berchem 

2003  Susan Sontag – Ivan Nagel 

2004  Péter Esterházy – Michael Naumann 

2005  Orhan Pamuk – Joachim Sartorius 

2006 Wolf Lepenies – Andrei Pleşu 

2007 Saul Friedländer – Wolfgang Frühwald 

2008 Anselm Kiefer – Werner Spies 

2009 Claudio Magris – Karl Schlögel 

2010 David Grossman – Joachim Gauck 

2011 Boualem Sansal – Peter von Matt 

2012 Liao Yiwu – Felicitas von Lovenberg 

2013 Svetlana Alexivich – Karl Schlögel 

2014 Jaron Lanier – Martin Schulz 
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