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Foreword


You hold in your hands a work of prophecy. Like most products of that cursed genre, it contains a warning that was largely ignored at the time of its publication. The disastrous results of this oversight fill today’s headlines and pose an existential threat to freedom and democracy.

Today, the United States is ruled by a fascist regime fueled and funded by the world’s leading purveyor of fascism: Silicon Valley. This partnership between MAGA and the moguls of tech took some longtime observers—and many renowned tech “experts”—by surprise.

But Paulina Borsook saw it coming.

In the 1990s, she chronicled the strange, sociopathic, anti-government politics of Silicon Valley millionaires. Soon, these men would morph into billionaires and become the biggest threat to democracy (and humanity) in the history of the world. While many journalists and writers of the era filled page after page with hagiography for the kings of tech, Paulina took a different approach.

Decades before Elon Musk declared war on “empathy” and plopped $291 million into Donald Trump’s reelection campaign, Paulina wrote of the “nastiness, narcissism, and lack of human warmth” emanating from the tech bro class. All the way back in 2001—long before federal contractor and welfare queen Elon Musk tried to dismantle the government through DOGE—she warned of tech’s “contempt for government when government had been so verrry verrry good to high tech.”

Early on, Paulina diagnosed the pathology at the heart of Silicon Valley, describing it as a “scary, psychologically brittle” mentality that “bespeaks a lack of human connection and a discomfort with the core of what many of us consider it means to be human.” Cyberselfish: A Critical Romp Through the Terribly Libertarian Culture of High Tech was so far ahead of its time that it remains fresh in 2026. To this day, few have written anything half as clear or relevant as what she wrote a quarter century ago. But few people were interested in this kind of brutal truth in the early days of the twenty-first century.

Despite its prescience, Cyberselfish largely marked the end of Paulina’s professional writing career. The journalism establishment of the 2000s had little use for a razor-tongued Cassandra incisively focused on the negative traits of tech’s wonder boys. Cyberselfish sold poorly; Paulina’s job opportunities withered.

Establishment journalism tends to reward failure more than foresight. Many writers who got Silicon Valley totally wrong went on to lucrative and distinguished careers, swishing between plum positions on prestigious mastheads. But some people are born for adversity, and such is the case with Paulina.

When Paulina was fourteen, a classmate shot her in the head with a Colt .45. Somehow, she survived, though the bullet shattered her jaw, blew out part of her skull, and left her with a traumatic brain injury, resulting in a neurodivergence that changed everything. She became, in her own words, a “ghost.”

Unable to pursue most careers due to her brain injury, she eventually drifted into technical writing, which matched her abilities, interests, and skills. She had grown up in 1960s Pasadena, in a New Deal family that believed in the ACLU and the social contract, surrounded by the engineers and scientists of Caltech and the Jet Propulsion Laboratory. That older generation of technical professionals—the ones who built America’s space program—had deep respect for the government investment that made their work possible. They had worked on publicly funded research and they recognized their debt to the infrastructure, education, and investment that taxpayers provided. They saw themselves as part of a larger social project, not as self-made men who owed nothing to anyone.

In Silicon Valley, Paulina realized that something had gone terribly wrong. These new tech millionaires were superficially similar to the Caltech engineers of her youth—smart and technically skilled. But their politics were unrecognizable. They displayed a violent contempt for the very government whose funding, infrastructure, and contracts had made their fortunes possible. They worshipped Ayn Rand and fantasized about a world where they owed nothing to society. They treated technology not as infrastructure—as ordinary as water or electricity—but as proof of their own exceptional genius and superiority.

Perhaps only a ghost—someone who had nearly died once and existed at the margins of society—could see clearly what others refused to acknowledge. The tech elite’s radical contempt for government seemed outrageous to someone whose life had been saved by the public schools, roads, and emergency services that venture capitalists would later dismiss as deadweight. Their worship of pure individual merit looked like insanity to someone whose disability meant she understood the necessity of human interdependence. Their dreams of a world as controllable and predictable as a computer appeared ridiculous to someone intimately familiar with the messy, unpredictable reality of a brain that had so improbably survived a fateful collision with a bullet.

Having built her life from the wreckage of tragedy, Paulina did not shy away from telling uncomfortable truths about powerful men. While others fawned for access to billionaires and worshipped at the altar of “disruption,” Paulina—outsider, rebel, ghost—looked past the TED stage and the Fortune cover and saw the extremist cult growing underneath.

We did not listen. The world might be a better place if we had.

But here is the gift, arriving a quarter century late and more necessary than ever: the book in your hands. Cyberselfish is the missing instruction manual for the catastrophe we are now living through. Every figure stalking today’s headlines—every government contractor billionaire dismantling an agency, every venture capitalist building a private city, every crypto mogul preaching against democracy—was already here in the 1990s, in miniature, waiting to grow. Paulina saw the seedlings, and she warned us what they would become if we let them grow.

We didn’t listen, and now we reap the bitter reality Silicon Valley has sown.

Cyberselfish is no longer just a critical romp that flopped. It has become a crucial document in our history, an early map of the dystopian territory in which we now find ourselves fighting to survive.

The ghost was right. She is still here. And the truths she set down a quarter century ago are, at long last, ready to be heard. It’s too late to prevent what Paulina foresaw, but it is not too late to understand it, to name it, and to allow her clarity and her wisdom to inform our fight for the future.

Gil Duran






Introduction


I live in Santa Cruz, a college and surfer town about seventy-five miles down the coast from San Francisco historically known for its boardwalk. Until the resident University of California campus (UCSC) was built there in the 1960s, it was a small town largely settled by farmers and fisherfolks and enjoyed by retirees and vacationers. UCSC changed the tone of the place to that of earth-muffin and sunny good vibes: What else could be expected from a school that has as its mascot the banana slug? UCSC’s History of Consciousness graduate program (not mickeymouse but as rarefied as you’d think) is highly regarded among humanities geeks. Its pioneering programs in organic gardening and agroecology are world famous, as is its music department with its strength in Javanese gamelan.

But in recent years, this nuclear-free, vegan-friendly, lesbian/feminist-sympathetic, New Age-tolerant town has become a southern satellite extension of Silicon Valley. Twenty miles through the coastal mountains over nasty tortuous Highway 17, Santa Cruz is taking on a new identity, that of a bedroom community for one of the greatest and growing concentrations of new money, technologyworkers, and corporations that the United States—and the world—has ever seen.

Surveying the personal ads in free weekly alternative papers is always a good way to key into what matters locally: For example, in Washington, D.C., GS grades are specified. So it didn’t surprise me when, maybe for the tenth time during the four years or so since I had moved to Santa Cruz, I saw listed in the personals a particular kind of notice for a man looking for a woman. It didn’t say he was buffed or liked walks along the beach or motorcycle trips to Big Sur or was into caring and sharing or, more mode de jour, that he was dominant but respected limits or was predominantly attracted to Asian women. Instead, “Ayn Rand enthusiast is seeking libertarian-oriented female for great conversation and romance. I am a very bright and attractive high-tech entrepreneur.”

This juxtaposition of Ayn Rand enthusiasm and high tech entrepreneurship might seem as random an association as eye color with birthdate, for when people think about high tech, they may not think about politics or culture or the values carried with it. All they may know of high tech are its advertised appeals: the charisma of Apple Computer and Steve Jobs, the quirky pleasures of Web surfing, the scads of instant millionaires it creates, the way email so readily puts grandparents in touch with their grandchildren or long-lost childhood sweethearts.

People who are rightfully glad to be participating in a mailing list for migraine-sufferers or to be using laptop computers to work from home most likely haven’t thought about the corporations, institutions, and people that have made doing so possible. People not intimate with technology may be thrilled by how holdings in high tech stocks have enhanced the value of their retirement portfolios, pleased by the ease of online shopping (furniture.com! i-drycleaning! e-gravel!), concerned that their children may not be Web-savvy enough to have a lucrative career as a knowledge worker, bemused when they spot a blimp flying over a sporting event carrying signage for a tire company’s Web site.

But high tech, like any human artifact, is not culturally tasteless, odorless, colorless. It contains attitude, mind-set, philosophy; and with geeks, the attitude, mind-set, and philosophy is libertarianism, in many-blossomed efflorescence. The libertarian-technology axis has been solidly in place long enough that the phrase “a self-described neopagan libertarian who enjoys shooting automatic weapons” required no further explanation when it appeared as part of a technology news feature in an April 1998 issue of the online magazine Salon. A Wall Street Journal front-page feature by Gerald Seib in June 1998 described how “by wading into the world of computers, federal trustbusters also have waded into the country’s foremost hotbed of libertarian political activism.” Northern California’s high tech community is a libertarian psychographic hot zone, and this guy’s mate-quest had to be the Real Deal.

Yet high tech’s dominant libertarian mind-set is less well known than the obvious wealth and new ways of living and working it keeps spinning off—and, upon close inspection, is also far less appealing. It’s a pervasive weltanschauung, ranging from the classic eighteenth-century liberal philosophy of that-which-governs-best-governs-least love of laissez-faire free-market economics to social Darwinism, anarcho-capitalism, and beyond. It manifests itself in everything from a rebel-outsider posture common in high tech (I program, I attend raves, and I practice targetshooting with the combat shotgun on weekends) to an embarrassing lack of philanthropy (unless it involves the giving away of computers). The technolibertarian stance can be well thought out or merely a kind of reflexive guild membership (all my geek friends and coworkers think like this, so why not join the fun?).



Strangers in the Night

My fascination, mongoose-to-cobra style, with the romance between libertarianism and high tech has existed for quite a while. I was first startled by what I’ve come to call technolibertarianism when I started knocking around high tech in the early 1980s. In the San Francisco Bay Area, where I have spent most of my adult life, most liberal-arts flakes ineluctably end up working with computers, because that’s where the jobs are. So it was for me back in 1981, a few years out of UC-Berkeley with a degree in psycholinguistics, a smattering of acting classes, a lot of waitressing, and a few crabbed little published poems to my name. Initially, the geek-world I was running into seemed peopled with characters very like the familiar Cal Tech/Jet Propulsion Lab/Southern California aerospace guys I fondly recollected from my childhood in Pasadena. There, the engineers and scientists more likely than not shared a vaguely New Deal mentality. They were of a generation that had seen what good things the government could do, from winning World War II to putting a man on the moon. And even if some were strong on anticommunism, conservative rather than liberal, they believed that the government could do great and good things. The unspoken cultural assumption was that progress in our shared civilization was helped along by government programs supporting scientific research, public health, education, and the bringing of electricity and telephony to rural areas. And if quizzed, these technologists would probably all have agreed that there was a shared civilization worth fostering, for geek and nongeek, rich and poor.

On first inspection, the 1980s and 1990s nerds as people didn’t appear that different from the ones I’d known as a kid. But I came to realize that their values, politics, and orientation to the world were very very different from those of the benign guys in my childhood who, yes, actually had carried slide rules and worn pocket-protectors, as no one in high tech actually does now. It took many years of personal observation—while I moved from technical-writer positions at software firms to staff positions at computer magazines to, starting in 1989, freelance gigs for high tech corporations and for the glossy, glamourous high tech style sheet Wired—to piece together a picture of an emergent social and political subculture, one that can seem dangerously naive and, at its worst, downright scary.

Attending technical conferences and trade shows, getting to know and making friends with computerists, eavesdropping and reading, I was trying to make sense of the libertarianism I found all around. The belief systems I ran into were confusing, for this passionate libertarian population has for the most part only experienced good things, and not bad, from government. And they were disturbing, for beneath them I sensed nastiness, narcissism, and lack of human warmth, qualities that surely don’t need to be hardwired into the fields of computing and communications.

In light of the peculiar mind-set I had been encountering all around, this lonely hearts ad in that Santa Cruz alternative weekly did not register as an anomaly. Nor should I have been taken aback (though in the nicest possible way) by the volume of email generated by a humor piece I wrote for www.suck.com, the Spy magazine of the World Wide Web. I had conceived of the satire as “The Cosmo Girl’s Guide to Dating Technolibertarians” and the Sucksters retitled it “Sex and the Single URL.” It was full of helpful dos and don’ts (“do say how you’ve never gotten over Ayn Rand, whom you first read when you were seventeen”; “don’t talk about your friend the urban planner who uses HUD money to develop low-income housing”). More remarkable, but inadvertently so, was what the emailers were saying. Guys felt certain we’d met (we hadn’t). Guys were positive that I had been writing about them, or about someone they knew (I hadn’t written about anyone in particular). Guys wanted to meet me for coffee, as I was obviously their dream girl (it was a joke, guys, and no, thank you). At last! A woman who understands me! No, more modestly, I was just someone who had been paying attention.

An essay I wrote for Mother Jones magazine in July 1996 articulated more directly my unease with technolibertarianism and focused on the aggressive lack of philanthropy in high tech and the contempt for government when government had been so verrry verrry good to high tech. As I wailed,


Without government, there would be no Internet.… Further there would be no microprocessor industry, the fount of Silicon Valley’s prosperity (early computers sprang out of government-funded electronics research). There would also be no major research universities cranking out qualified tech workers: Stanford, Berkeley, MIT, and Carnegie-Mellon get access to state-of-the-art equipment plus R&D, courtesy of tax-reduced academic-industrial consortia and taxpayer-funded grants and fellowships.



High tech’s animosity toward government and regulation goes beyond the animosity that exists in most of the general population and is stridently opposed to other views.

“Cyberselfish,” the essay, is tied for first place on my life list in terms of the amount of email generated by something I’ve written. It seemed to have externalized the dismay other folks have felt with this high tech political culture. It flew around the Internet and got me interviews on radio and speaking gigs at conferences—yet was also the first thing I have ever written that got me flamed (Netspeak for being the object of electronic vituperation). “Cyberselfish” achieved a modest amount of net.fame; two Usenet groups (the Internet’s public electronic chat forums) devoted themselves to trashing the piece and questioned my personal and professional integrity, which only shows the state folks get themselves into when their religion, masquerading as politics, gets attacked. Libertarianism on the Net, in spite of more than twenty years of government support for the Net’s creation and development, is a seed culture that continues to self-propagate for intellectual generation after generation.

OTOH (Internet acronym for On The Other Hand), that same Mother Jones essay got me responses from young people working in what’s known as South Park,1 saying they had never heard this counterversion of reality before. It seemed to address the vague disquiet they had been feeling about the grim fairy tales of Big Bad Government versus the unlimited free market. Prosperity, goodness, and health were supposed to be everyone’s destiny once Toffler Second-Wave old-and-in-the-way Machine Age bureaucrats got out of the way. These South Parkers had been wondering if what they had been promised would turn out to be Potemkin villages for a new age, and, to mix metaphors, though not countries, if that Mother Jones essay was samizdat, Voice of America broadcast, circa 1957. It’s as if naming the demon—technolibertarianism—drained it of some of its power, much as in psychotherapy, the first step toward solving a problem consists of observing it and describing it.

And the demon does have plenty of power. It was the inspiriting force behind Wired under its original owners, when it was the Playboy/Rolling Stone/Vogue for twenty-first-century digital boys (in spirit, if not the flesh), tastemaker/marker of this culture. Part of the magazine’s transgressive sexiness historically stemmed from its sassy enraged libertarianism: What adolescent male (in thought, if not biological fact), the original target in sensibility (bratty, precocious) for the magazine, doesn’t want to rebel against nannies, even in the form of the Nanny State?

When I have run into liberal elder statesmen and women of high tech—meaning people over the age of thirty—they sigh with only a small amount of hope and a great deal of resignation when I say I am trying to document high tech’s default political culture of libertarianism. Like weary Resistance fighters too long without succor, they have almost given up speaking out against the consensus reality in which they live and work. Libertarianism is a computer-culture badge of belonging, and libertarians are the most vocal political thinkers and talkers in high tech.



Who Goes There?

In talking about the connection between computer folks and libertarianism, I don’t mean only registered members of the official Libertarian Party. This is the party that routinely nominates Harry Browne as its presidential candidate (though there has always been a big overlap between the Libertarian Party and technologists). Classic libertarianism combines the traditional conservative right’s aversion to government, with regard to laws, entitlements, and services, with the traditional left’s insistence on individual liberty. But the ubiquitous free-form libertarianism of high tech is as much a lens through which to view the world as it is a political philosophy. This worldview shape-shifts into all manner of beasts, varying in form from socially conservative belief systems that would do Gary Bauer proud to those that look fondly on anarchy in personal and economic affairs. The Silicon Valley worldview contains within it all different colors of free-market/anti-regulation/social Darwinist/aphilanthropic/guerrilla/neo-pseudo-biological/atomistic threads.

Technolibertarians could be your brothers or cousins who are computer science graduate students, pretty much in any school in the country. One might be the guy you call to fix your computer, whether you work at home or in an office. They are likely to be present among those who staff your Internet Service Provider (ISP). They could be numerous among the computer professionals attending a Star Trek or science-fiction convention or among the local practitioners of Wicca who have day jobs working with or on computers. Both the male history major turned Web designer who sports surfer baggies and his female colleague who sports a baby tee-shirt are, more likely than not, and whether or not they identify with the word, technolibertarian. A game-designer who telecommutes from the Mother Lode country of the foothills of the Sierra Nevadas and the people who get all mushy around the word “entrepreneur” are libertarian. Pretty much wherever you go where there are two or more computer people gathered, from Salt Lake City to Gainesville, Florida, whether online or off—in computer science departments, high tech startups, or anywhere on the Internet—there is libertarianism.

Technolibertarians can also be the suits, that is, business types, who have swarmed into high tech as never before. They are the newly graduated MBAs who have made San Francisco once again the financial center of the West, as it was for decades after the nineteenth-century forty-niners came to town. Investors both institutional and individual; marketers, analysts, consultants, newsletter-writers, commentators, pundits, and theorists; and all the other aspirants and carpetbaggers attracted to the wads of money being made in Silicon Valley: Their libertarian number is legion. If they aren’t libertarian before they get here, they sure catch on real quick.

It’s gotten to the point where spammers (those despised untouchables of the Net who violate netiquette by clogging people’s email in-boxes with commercial junk mail) celebrate themselves as free-market wealth-creating entrepreneurial heroes. They decry those who protest against spam as Stalinist big babies who would stand in the way of progress. Yet spam itself points to contradictory tensions inherent in the technolibertarian notion of property rights über alles: How do you resolve the conflict between the rights freedom marketers should inalienably have to flog their wares (usually silly or seamy-seeming propositions, such as multilevel marketing schemes or invitations to visit porn sites) and the annoyance-tending-toward-rage their intrusive consumption of network resources causes for most folks? Whose rights trump whose? Ah, that’s politics, and despite libertarian wishes for it to be otherwise, it ain’t and has never been easy.

Perhaps it’s overly broad to dump all these folks into the same large libertarian Venn diagram, but “libertarian” is the best word I can come up with to describe such a deep, broad, but inevitably ambiguous cultural current. I know of no other obvious term of art, and “libertarian,” used in this sociological sense, is no vaguer than, say, “democratic,” or “hierarchical.” Consider the word as placed in its religious and cultural, and not strictly political, semantic fields.



Varieties of Religious Experience

Much as there are two forms of the plague—bubonic (less contagious and not necessarily lethal) and pneumonic (violently infectious and almost always fatal), technolibertarianism manifests in two forms: political and philosophical.

Political libertarianism, logically enough, asserts an overt anti-regulatory/pro-market bias. It is tempting to argue that this is the position of folks who are pro-business everywhere—but in high tech the anti-government stance isn’t usually combined with the common business hypocrisy that’s called corporate welfare, that is, business people who hate the government until they need a bailout or a subsidy. Instead, in high tech, political libertarianism takes the shape of a convenient obliviousness to the value of social contract and governance, however imperfectly and stupidly enacted.

Still, the relationship with government is complex, for these high tech workers may have voted or raised money for Clinton, in spite of his administration’s alienating stands against strong protections for free speech and privacy. Elected state and federal representatives from Silicon Valley are split between Democrat and Republican. With some exceptions, most people in high tech aren’t comfortable with the reactionary social agenda of the radical right wing of the Republican Party. It’s bad for business, the Republican backward-gazing vision to a 1950s or nineteenth-century America that never was, because high tech always believes the future will have to be better! Yet people in area codes 650 and 408 might have voted for Tom Campbell, the socially moderate (and pro-choice), fiscally conservative Republican representative from Silicon Valley.

These political technolibertarians in character seem not so different from other members of their age, education, and income cohort, believing that government may be more broken than not, but is not the Great Satan. In that sense, technolibertarianism is far more of a political way of being in the world than an actual voting pattern. Many libertarians within high tech may be registered as Democrats, Republicans, Greens, Libertarians, or as independents, or may not have voted in years—yet on any test that could be designed to test “how libertarian are you?” would score high high high.

It is for these reasons that political scientists who study the demographics of the Net do not find voting patterns that differ much from that of the world outside. A quick Web search of proceedings of recent meetings of academic political science associations, lists nothing on libertarianism or high tech, much less, their intersection. As a friend who is a liberal political science professor at Stanford remarked, why would political scientists pay any attention to a movement that basically says conventional notions of politics are bunk? Because of their conceptual dismissal of government, technolibertarians typically can’t be bothered to engage in conventional political maneuvers—and so as political entities are largely rendered invisible. And because they are invisible, they know little about affecting government.

High tech mostly remains distant and unfamiliar to much of the mainstream political class of the United States. It doesn’t matter if it’s Cokie Roberts writing embarrassingly ill-informed commentary on the dangers of netizen mobocracy2 or former San Francisco mayor Dianne Feinstein, now a California senator, voting for the now declared unconstitutional Communications Decency Act, a would-be, though impossible to implement, damper on free speech on the Net.

High tech, with its wealth and attitudes, has tended to fly both over and under the radar of conventional politics and those who pontificate about it. Although, heading into the presidential election of 2000, both Republican and Democratic candidates have come a courtin’ because there is now so much money to be creamed off.

A backhanded testimony to the presence of political technolibertarianism does come from academic political science—though in a roundabout way. Terry Christensen, a professor of political science at California State University–San Jose since 1970, where he is now the department chair, specializes in local politics. San Jose, the market town of Santa Clara County, high tech’s epicenter, has a population roughly equal to that of San Francisco—and has become the site for downtown growth and redevelopment (museums, fancy hotels, convention center).

Apricot orchards and canning are long gone from Santa Clara County, once called the Valley of Heart’s Delight. Through accidents of geography and geology, it had been some of the best land for farming since agriculture began (topsoil in the hundreds of feet). Now gone forever, California Pastoral has been irretrievably displaced by high tech—with its grab of agricultural lands for housing and industrial parks, its congested roads and highways filled with commuter traffic. These are political events, though it might be more pleasant to pretend otherwise.

With a few exceptions (Applied Materials, Adobe), high tech companies have been and mostly remain absent from local politics3—odd, given how much they now shape the local economy and the demands their presence places on the local community. And it’s only been in late 1999, when gridlock and astoundingly poor planning for housing (Let’s zone light-industrial! So what if people have to drive two hours in each direction in order to live in a house they can afford!) have somewhat threatened the Valley’s ability to recruit, that local politics has come to seem relevant to Valley movers and shakers.

Christensen says that until recently, high tech didn’t even make political donations for local issues and candidates. Only in the late 1990s did it begin to make its presence even lightly felt. Over the decades that he’s watched the local scene, there have been only a few issues where high tech interest made itself known: IBM demanding to locate its facility outside where San Jose zoning said it could; a consortium of high tech companies acting to clean up aquifers contaminated by high tech manufacturing; and later, the same group successfully lobbying to have a county sales tax assessed to support mass transit.

It’s not a lot for more than twenty-five years of radical growth and change in the community. The local level is where most people feel the presence of politics (has the proposed Santa Cruz no-smoking-while-waiting-on-line-outside-at-the-movies ordinance gone too far?) and feel also that they can influence politics. High tech’s absence as a political actor from the community where it so affects the light and air around it is strange, given how strong a socioeconomic reagent it is: Christensen arrived at CSU–SJ at a time when he could look forward to buying a house. Now, not only are most newly arrived professors unable to buy a house, they may not even be able to afford to rent in the communities where they teach.

But “Silicon Valley” companies and executives and workers may identify themselves not with where they actually live and work and go to movies and send their kids to school but, more saliently, as members of a high tech archipelago. This virtual territory extends from Sebastopol, home of O’Reilly Associates, esteemed publishers of highly technical computer books and boosters of Open Source Software,4 way north of Marin County (which is itself north of the Golden Gate Bridge); way east over the East Bay hills in Contra Costa County to Pleasanton, home of HRIS (human resources information systems) gargantuan PeopleSoft; west to the Silicon Valley–San Francisco transit—itself a seventy-five-mile arc; and south over the hill to Santa Cruz, with its ever-growing population of software companies and geek houses, equipped with high-speed T1 communications lines and residents who have odd pets (lizards allowed to hibernate in refrigerators, for example), and in many cases, even odder sexual habits. On a good day, it would take more than four hours to circumnavigate this “Silicon Valley,” which, as Christensen rightly points out, maps onto no known geopolitical districting or governing body and spreads out over at least eight counties.

In a more typical city-with-suburbs setup, such as that surrounding New York City, people identify themselves as belonging in part to New York City, even though they might live or work on Long Island or in New Jersey or Connecticut. Tri-state authorities exist for transit and a multitude of other matters for which commuters pay taxes.

Defying conventional boundaries is just how high tech likes it. Perhaps the most prominent, hyperlinked, and mediagenic venture capitalist (VC), John Doerr (if you hadn’t been explicitly informed otherwise, you’d think he was running for office), explained in an interview in a November 2, 1997, issue of the San Francisco Examiner,


When I look at a map of the world, … I don’t visualize it in terms of miles or even countries. Instead I see Internet packages of E-mail messages flowing between various points. If you drew the kind of map that I’m talking about, you’d find that Boston, Massachusetts is adjacent to Palo Alto, California—the amount of electronic traffic between those two points is just incredible.



The desire to slip the surly bonds of earth, which runs through much of technolibertarian thinking, might be called virtuality. Meaning, not “virtue” in the sense of Plato or chastity before marriage, but in the sense of “virtual reality.” In the positive sense, virtuality means using computers to overcome boundaries of time and space and physical limitations: It’s about email and flight simulators. In the negative sense, it means the same thing, but with the blinding consequences of ignoring the ways, good and real, that we are all grounded in time and space and the realm of the senses. Local politics is all about really being there.




Ravers and Gilders

In this more discorporated realm where techies like to dwell lies philosophical technolibertarianism, which goes far deeper than mere politics or economics. Returning to the plague metaphor, philosophical technolibertarianism is the pneumonic strain, which takes down all in its path. It’s harder to describe, for if a worldview is pervasive, persuasive, and just part of the air that you breathe, it’s harder to cast into visible relief. If you were born in twelfth-century France, you might be only half-aware of the ways that Christianity influenced every move that you made—and so it is with the philosophical libertarianism in high tech. I can’t count the number of times I’ve gotten into a discussion with a thoughtful sweet high tech guy about something where he will snort disdainfully about how he’s not a libertarian (meaning, he’s not like those crazy people over there) and then will come right out with a classic libertarian statement about the el stewpido government or the wonders of market disciplines or whatever. It’s rather like women who say, “I’m not a feminist but I do believe in equal pay for equal work.”

In any event, the most virulent form of philosophical technolibertarianism is a kind of scary, psychologically brittle, prepolitical autism. It bespeaks a lack of human connection and a discomfort with the core of what many of us consider it means to be human. It’s an inability to reconcile the demands of being individual with the demands of participating in society, which coincides beautifully with a preference for, and glorification of, being the solo commander of one’s computer in lieu of any other economically viable behavior. Computers are so much more rule-based, controllable, fixable, and comprehensible than any human will ever be. As many political schools of thought do, these technolibertarians make a philosophy out of a personality defect.

But beyond the extreme frightening margins, philosophical technolibertarianism self-organizes into different clusters,5 most fundamentally devolving to whether you are raver or a gilder. These are shorthand for the two main cultural moieties, or perhaps, sects, of technolibertarianism.

Ravers are neohippies whose antigovernment stance is more hedonic than moral, more lifestyle choice than policy position. Keep your laws off my body: Let’s hear it for drugs, sex, and rock ’n’ roll! People who cluster around this technolibertarian locus might want to believe there is a one-world community a-buildin’, where through the wonders of the Net we will all communicate and love one another and sing whatever the cyberspace version of “Kumbaya” is, without the repressive parental influence of nasty old governments to interfere in this freelovefest.

Emblem of the ravers is former Grateful Dead lyricist and Electronic Frontier Foundation6 cofounder John Perry Barlow. Barlow wrote the notorious “Declaration of Independence of Cyberspace,” which, in language longing to evoke Henry David Thoreau in “Civil Disobedience” and the Jefferson Airplane’s late ’60s revolutionary call-to-arms, “Volunteers of America,” cries out that you are old and sick and tired and tyrannical and we are beautiful and free and loving and of the future. Posted Net-wide, his “Declaration” is perhaps the best-known expression of this kind of technolibertarianism. It’s no coincidence that the last fad that Timothy Leary embraced before his death was the Net and that he was taken on as a kind of Jove figure by Barlow and other cyberhippie utopians.

The world-famous “Burning Man” camp-out/festival/artpark that takes place in the Nevada desert every Labor Day weekend is much loved by raver technolibertarians. Their faithful attendance there signals that even though they may have come to spend more time day-to-day thinking about upside earnings potential and mezzanine financing than the wired worlds to come, they can still rave on.

They stand in contrast to what might be called the gilders, social conservatives who would find common ground with former Reagan speechwriter and loopy antifeminist George Gilder, who is in love with the spirit of enterprise and the spirituality of the microchip. Gilder has raised paeans, in countless books and articles, to the wonders of both, puts on conferences, and in some circles, is considered high tech’s Supreme Intellect. Gilders are most similar to those of the conservative branch of the Republican Party and are suspicious of the government for many of the same reasons. Former Wired magazine executive editor Kevin Kelly, an evangelical Christian, might be characterized as a gilder. Gilders aren’t necessarily religious in the conventional sense, but many of them are.



Magic: The Gathering

And just as there can be Chinese Baptists and African American Baptists as well as Jimmy Carter–type Baptists, and Chinese Americans and African Americans and WASP Americans, so there are both raver and gilder philosophical and political technolibertarians who have other group identities as well. Since most trumpet the value of individualism, they would be horrified to consider that they could be sorted into tribes—but I’ll do it anyway. For political technolibertarians (for example, the Catos and the cypherpunks—rather analogous to 1968’s McGovern Democrats and SDS activists) and philosophical libertarians can all undergo a raver/gilder spectroscopic analysis. And biological thinking appeals to them all.

Mainstream Cato technolibertarians are named in homage to the powerful and longtime Washington, D.C., libertarian think tank, the Cato Institute (which coincidentally also got its start in San Francisco). To them, government is fine for dealing with the anachronism of nation-states (foreign policy, defense, import-export hassles) but is irrelevant to all else and should just get out of our way. This is a belief system common among high tech executives and VCs—ravers and gilders alike.

Contrast the Catos with the group that consists of the anarcho-capitalists and cypherpunks (radical pro-privacy computer activists). These guys believe that Real Soon Now, in an era of digital, untraceable, anonymous cash, capitalism will have triumphed in its purest global form. “Borders ain’t nothing but speedbumps along the information superhighway,” as Tim May, perhaps one of the most famous, brilliant, cranky, and vociferous of the original cypherpunks, put it. The members of this group indulge in a wicked excitement about the withering away of states and the possibility of the Hobbesian war of all against all that would result. In a perverse way, cypherpunk fascination with the globalization of capital is reminiscent of the Marxist dream of the eventual triumph of world socialism: The state will wither away into a proletarian workers’ paradise.

Is it a good thing or a naughty thing to dream of a time when corporations will rule the world? Dark satanic mills or heaven in hell’s despair? Discuss.

If it’s a hell, it’s one like that imagined by cyberpunk sci-fi writer William Gibson. Cyberpunk is the label applied to gritty, mostly urban, just-lurking-around-the-corner-near-future science fiction, replete with global settings and the long shadows cast everywhere by transnational corporations. Gibson’s Neuromancer remains the first and best of the genre’s source documents.7 Cypherpunks seem to take gleeful pleasure in imagining this hell, just as teenage boys love the dark, ghoulish, and apocalyptic and revel in a world of heavy metal music, Goth aesthetics, and action thrillers with lots of explosions and car crashes. In cypherpunk cyberpunk dreams, everything consensual/contractual/privatized ensues (any two individuals can arrange anything they want among themselves with no busybody intrusion of third parties such as government or fellow feeling), although chaos, improvidently, is loosed upon most.

At their most wacko, cypherpunks have some commonality with the paranoia, self-importance, and displaced anger of militia people. With their love of what they imagine anarchy to be, cypherpunks are ravers more likely than not, though some have quaintly Heinleinesque, “Starship Troopers” notions of women betraying a streak of social conservatism more akin to the gilders. One curiously retro alternative model for females is Lara Croft, the buffed and cut video-game heroine, who encapsulates a Navy SEAL brain in a bimbo body and has the powers of Superman but with a distribution of subcutaneous body fat more aesthetically pleasing to adolescent males of all ages. The other extreme alternative view of women considers them a totally alien species of Other/Second Sex that’s just too subjective and airy-fairy to understand. Subscribers to this view display a discomfort with the feminine in the Jungian sense—that is, with all things subjective, emotionally gooey, and more concerned with kith and kin than scoring points (just what was the valuation on your founder’s stock when your employer got acquired?). So in spite of the orgiastic raver notions some cypherpunks have about drugs and sex, they still can harbor not-so-secret gilder tendencies. These really come out with their sociobiologically deterministic explanations for all kinds of stuff: for instance, why men are so disproportionately more interested in cypherpunk carryings-on than women. It’s because they’re modern-day warriors! Women just don’t want to trouble their pretty little heads about the fate of nations. It’s a mind-set less well articulated but still palpably present in more moderate geek subcultures.

The tribal circle of raver technolibertarians also takes in extropians. These are self-described radical optimists who believe in space colonization, cryonics, happy cyborg person-machine enhancements, uploading brains into computers, and other jolly onward and upward notions. Also part of this circle are many parts of the neopagan and alternative sexuality communities in which certain members of high tech are very heavily represented—consensual S-M, for one, and polyamory, what in another era was called swinging or open marriage, for another.

An infatuation with would-be biological thinking cuts across most technolibertarian axes. In the narrowest sense, it’s an infatuation with a model of economic behavior that borrows explicitly from biology and implicitly from the Austrian free-market economist Freidrich Hayek. It marvels at ant behaviors and is much taken with adaptation, economy as ecology, and the survival of the fittest, all as models of organisms using simple rules to run complex organizations.

But in the broader sense, you hear this new language of biology all over Silicon Valley. It’s talk of ecological niches, small fleet mammals (plucky little startups) winning out over large lumbering dinosaurs (machine-age large corporations), and low-hanging fruit (easy market pickings). These ideas equate innovation with evolution. With its economic as opposed to cultural/cult appeal, this line of thinking is probably more gilder than raver, though it has adherents all over the moral and cultural high tech map. Like most technolibertarians, sympathizers with biological-economic thinking, and Bionomicians in particular, tend to be white, affluent, and male—and singularly unconscious of all the privilege that accrues from that placement on the socioeconomic spectrum. Members of a soon to be extinct species of toad would probably not see their demise as an implicit and essential part of progress, however.



What’s Wrong with this Picture?

Political libertarianism simply ignores time-honored ongoing government funding for work-study jobs and for land grant universities. Indirect government subsidy (defense electronics contracts) created and nurtured the microelectronics industry and its companion infrastructure (middle-class home-mortgage guarantees and deductions for its laborers). Federal and state institutions provide an operable legal system (imperfect, but better than most others you could live under), which ensures that the courts can remedy disputes over intellectual-property squabbles and corporate espionage. Local, state, and federal governments make provisions, more or less, for air and water quality, vehicle and pharmaceutical safety, and most other consumer protections.

One tiny example of the unexamined linkage between government and high tech is the effect of tax-revolt Proposition 13. The consequences of this cap on property taxes began to take hold in the late-1970s, at a time when California, for decades, had public schools consistently ranked among the best in the country. These schools in turn provided qualified workers from feeder secondary schools, local junior colleges, and state universities who helped form the dense-pack critical mass of electronics skill that made Silicon Valley—the business Dream Landscape—possible. Now Silicon Valley complains that it can’t find enough skilled workers in-state and must go abroad to find the people it needs. Yet somehow the connection doesn’t seem to get made between the twenty-five years of shameful K–12 per-student spending in California (hovering for years somewhere around the bottom percentiles in the United States, putting California in the company with catfish-farm-poor, historically disadvantaged states such as Mississippi) and the lack of local talent.

Quiz: Where would you want to do business in 2000? In Russia, where there’s no regulation, no central government, no rule of law; or in Northern California, where the roads are mostly well paved and well patrolled and trucks and airplanes are safer than not, where the power grid is usually intact and the banking system is mostly fraud-free and mostly works, where construction of new buildings is inspected to make sure they are basically safe and sound, where people mostly don’t have to pay protection money, and the majority of law enforcement personnel are not terribly corrupt or brutal? If gangs steal computer chips from factories, these thefts are investigated and the perps prosecuted. And government, through subsidy and regulation and supervision, is the Not-So-Bad-Actor/invisible hand behind this relatively peaceful, mostly prosperous scene, making wealth creation possible.

That government has had anything positive to do with any of these structures, checks, and balances that influence so much of how we all live and work (and how high tech so flourishes) is invisible to technolibertarians. Yet political technolibertarians driving their Hummers home to pricey mansionettes off Woodside Road derive as much benefit from these government interventions as do the poor schnooks driving their Ford LTDs to so-passé factory jobs within commuting distance of Kankakee.

Philosophical technolibertarianism gives one pause because it colors, deeply and widely and mostly unconsciously, a zillion personal and institutional decisions. The notion that because one is rich one must be smart, however fallacious, is deeply embedded: People can equate piles of money—or the promise of it—with good sense, wisdom, and savoir faire. Santa Clara County (probably targeted by the former Soviet Union as ground zero of the Northern California, and hence, the U.S., high tech industry) is now the county with the highest per capita income in the United States and—by the screwy assumption that whatever leads to money is good and motivated by wisdom—is now the philosophical heart of the heart of the country. It’s a notion that’s particularly risible when applied to high tech, which is proudly apolitical and ahistorical.

Many many people have bought into the idea that the future is high tech and those who run high tech know best how to create the future. The limo driver who took me to and from LAX for a taping of a 1995 daytime T.V. talkshow whose subject was online romance told me in earnest he was going to make his fortune using the Net to sell stuff. He hardly knew what the Net was—but he’d picked up on the buzz, and wanted to be part of the action, and was no doubt ready to swallow whatever ideology was being handed out with the promise of getrichkwik.com.

My LAX driver was not so different from the Manhattan cabdriver ten years earlier who gave me a ride a few months after the breakup of the Bell System and the major deregulation of the U.S. telephone market. That driver said he was going to make his fortune starting an independent telecommunications company. How many of those hath deregulation wrought? Hasn’t Pacific Bell’s merger into Southwestern Bell (rather, SBC Communications), which is yet again merging with Ameritech, demonstrated the tendency toward monopoly that deregulated industry slips into? How about AT&T buying cable giant TCI? Or MCI Worldcomm and Sprint? But that 1984 cabdriver had been ready to believe—as are all kinds of people in this decade who want to participate in the zippy new aeon, the Internet one, where the future’s so bright you gotta wear shades.

And emissaries from that future—a fascinating, not utterly foreign land—are arriving daily. To get to know this country they come from, you might want to first get a sense of its language (Bionomics in Your Daily Life—Chapter 1), its military elite (Cypherpunks, Digital Cash, and Anarcho-Capitalism, Oh My—Chapter 2), its main propagandists and theorists (Wired: Guiding the Perplexed—Chapter 3), its social programs (Cybergenerous—Chapter 4), and its creation myths (But How Did This Happen?—Chapter 5).

And when you are in the process of discovering a new country, it’s important to understand its geographic dimensions.



Known Sightings

Although the contemporary world of people and companies involved with computers and communications is riddled everywhere with libertarianism, Northern California/the San Francisco Bay Area/Silicon Valley is perhaps where it is most prominent.

Boston, its Route 128 hightechlandia boomtown from the 1970s now way eclipsed by Silicon Valley, is less inclined toward this mode of thought and action. This original high tech sector is less libertarian perhaps because of the strong historic ties between Cambridge-based MIT and the U.S. government, particularly as a Department of Defense contractor.

Similarly, the huge high tech industry that has grown up around Washington, D.C., began with “beltway bandits” servicing major government information-technology contracts, spook spin-offs providing network-security solutions. In addition, third-party subcontractors aiding these endeavors feed at the public trough. The physical proximity to the seat of national government constantly reminds the participants in the Northern Virginia Silicon Valley–analog of all the operations government performs: funding basic research; maintaining rule of law, which they understand to be essential to commerce; and subsidizing education—all to the benefit of high tech.

Government was the source of the goodies that created the critical mass of infrastructure, people, and expertise that generated, in the 1990s, high tech companies who no longer had direct government ties. These include many many major Internet companies: America Online (AOL), Middle America’s Internet Service Provider (ISP); and UUNET, one of the very first and still one of the largest ISPs. Since commercial as opposed to federal accounts feed these companies, you can bet libertarianism will come to be The Way Things Work And How We Think Around Here.

And as for the way things work, people who aren’t that familiar with high tech, but do know something about geeks on the loose, know Microsoft. And that it’s in Seattle.



Northern Exposure

Seattle, though, is more like a company town, such as Hershey, Pennsylvania, than a high tech ecosystem seething with varieties, big and small, of entrepreneurial programmer-newts and coder-flamingoes. Once dominated by its timber, shipping, and salmon industries, Seattle went through its Boeing era. Now, Seattle—with the penumbra Microsoft casts over it—is generally envisioned as Bill Gates’s feudal estate of Microserfs. To only mildly exaggerate in order to make the point, Microsoft is generally regarded as a Borg8 monoculture that resembles only itself, or perhaps IBM at the height of its computer-industry hegemony in the 1970s, and is not so very much like the rest of high tech.

So although Microsoft is the biggest and best-known high tech entity in the world, Silicon Valley is still where most high tech innovation—in culture or technology—springs from. The rest of high tech fears and loathes Microsoft for the most part, even as much as it is in the habit of passionately hating the government. Writhing in cognitive dissonance as it watches the Department of Justice’s antitrust lawsuit with Microsoft, where both government agency and megacorporation hoot and huff over territory, high tech opinion lurches from toeing the libertarian freemarketer line (“Why is the government going after one of the most successful examples of American free enterprise? Fools and madmen!”) to being appropriately perturbed at Microsoft’s anticompetitive tactics, market strangleholds, and bars to innovation.

Yet even Microsoft itself isn’t immune to the libertarian specter stalking high tech. Witness an email forwarded to me by a good geek friend in the summer of 1997, when the Department of Justice was already engaging in some of its antitrust investigations into Microsoft’s acquisition of Web TV (a startup that was meant to make World Wide Web use as easy as TV use). The email was said to have been written by someone at Microsoft; that may be apocryphal, as much on the Net is—though no less telling for being so.

The DOJ email reader is sarcastically addressed as “highly trained” and “overpaid,” although it is extremely unlikely that the government email reader
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