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Lanier began his presentation by defining  “social media .” In its most fundamental sense, 

social media is any personal connection or communication via the internet , and  Lanier sees this 

broad concept as a net positive for society. He g ave  the example , “Before the internet, people 

with unusual diseases couldn’t find each other to compare notes, and then once the internet 

started working,  they could, which is transformative. That’s just one of thousands examples  I 

could come up with.”  

What people usually mean by “social media,” however, is a particular business model 

built  around “the science of behavior modification . ”  Lanier state d , “ Behavior modification is 

measuring what you have experienced and using it in a feedback loop to change what you 

experience next, in order to modify your behavior in the future, and to have an adaptive 

algorithm that optimizes itself to find out what k ind of change in experience will have an impact 

on your behavior.” The modern techniques of modifying behavior, also known as operant 

conditioning,  originated in the work of Ivan Pavlov and B. F. Skinner .  These researchers 

 social media companies used the same principles to manipulate 

their  users : “ What Facebook discovered is that instead of candy and electric shocks, you can use 

vanity and social fears, so when somebody feels like they’ve been liked or followed, or have 

gone viral for a day, those are the candy. A nd when someone feels they are the targeted one, or 

ostracized, or ignored, those are the electric shocks. ” Social media companies hav e developed 





little more xenophobic, a little more irritable, a little m ore paranoid. ” Lanier was careful to say 

that all these qualities existed in people before the age of social media .  Social media does not 

immediately transform all its users’ personalities, but it  exaggerates these parts of human 

behavior. It causes an overall, ambient change in how the population thinks and acts.  

Lanier claim ed  that removing the social media algorithms would improve our society and 

reduce the characteristics associate d  with the liz ard brain. He admit ted this is difficult to prove 

because all the experimental data is kept under lock and key by the social media companies who 



and influence]  leads many people around the world to have this strange feeling of their own 

futures being stolen. People wonder if the y’ll be obsolete, if their children will be obsolete. 

There’s kind of a general lack of belief in a path toward a future, which is something that is 

absolutely essential to civilization, and I think that’s a sort of correlate of the success of the 
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explain that the volume of content on social media drowns out those seeking to spe ak 

constructively, “ If you want to shut down a public square where people can get up on a soap box 

and speak freely, one way to do it would be to arrest the people on the soap box, but the more 

efficient way would be to hand out bullhorns to every single person in the audience . ”  

Cancel culture is often characterized as an enemy of free speech online. Lanier expressed 

a nuanced view of cancel culture ,  saying, “ I often find myself…in sympathy with the impulse, 

[but] often feeling that the execution of cancellation is not productive and often more destructive 

than it needs to be, and often not ultimately achieving the benefits that the people achieving it are 

hoping for. ” He mentioned the “Me Too” and Black Liv es Matter movements as examples of 

social justice movements that tangibly improved the real world , in part by using cancell ation .  

Lanier also speculated at the deeper roots  of cancel culture , “ I think that a lot of the younger 

people who get involved in cancel culture circles on Twitter …are fighting a looming fear of 

powerlessness and irrelevance in the society, and [cancel culture] gives them a foothold on 

relevance and power, which of course everybody wants.”  
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What is the alternative to social media’s present form? Can people  interact online apart 

from the  current system built around advertising and behavior manipulation ? For years, Lanier 

has been a proponent of an alternative model called “data dignity.” He explained , “ In data 

dignity…you treat any data that exists because a person exists— in other words, any piece of data 

that wouldn’t exist if a given person didn’t exist… [as] inseverably owned by them. They have 

moral rights to it…It becomes a p art of them, just like a part of their body to which they have 





driving cars.  On the other hand, “With MIDs, people can become aware of what the purpose of 

data is and improve it.”  

Lanier closed his presentation by describing his vision of a thriving  online world . “ Let’s 

sa y in the future there’ll be thousand, tens of thousands of new types of robots and new types of 

algorithms  that are doing this and that. Whenever someone hears about one of those, instead of 

saying, ‘My jobs going to be obsolete. What will my children do? What will their children do?’  

they’ll say, ‘This is a great opportunity— I’m going to join the MID and make the data for that 

thing better and get paid for it and be proud of it . I’m going to make it more creative, and it’s 

going to be like a new art form.’ Instead of just solving one problem in a boring way once, it 


