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Who Owns the Future, Jaron Lanier 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Summary 

We’ve entered into an entirely new industrial revolution. This time, instead of increasing efficiency, 

we’ve created a fundamental shift in what an economy is and who gets to benefit.  

This time we’ve created a data driven, information technology world, and the fundamental shift is in 

internet companies, and how we as consumers build the value of these companies for free through data 

on our activities, then they turn around and sell this data to interested parties.    

As you’ll see, this paradigm creates value for the company, but not the consumer, and although these 

companies are disrupting massive industries and growing exponentially, they aren’t creating jobs to 

make up for the one’s they’ve destroyed.   

The solution proposed by the author is a new relationship in which companies are responsible to 

compensate consumers in accordance with the data they create.  

 

My Takeaway 

This book gives a good general outline of the future from a consumer’s perspective. However, I 

recommend diving deeper into artificial intelligence, solar energy, 3-D printing, and the other massive 

trends shaping our future. 
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Lesson 1: Growth? 

In each industrial revolution leading up to now, technological advances unrooted certain jobs, but 

created new jobs that resulted in overall growth of the economy. 

According to the author, this time is different, and there’s no proven path to more jobs from this 

technological improvement. In fact, companies themselves are growing immensely, they just aren’t 

hiring nor need to hire. And this relationship strengthens the 1% vs. the 99% mantra common in recent 

years, as instead of a middle class, it will be those who own the machines (the 1%), or the platforms, and 

those who consume (the 99%). We will see even greater inequality distinction in the future.   

“We’re setting up a situation where better technology in the long term just means more 

unemployment, or an eventual socialist backlash”. 

“Great fortunes are being made on shrinking the economy instead of growing it”.  

Outside of this book, governments are debating what to do, and one recommendation gaining steam 

late is a UBI – universal basic income system.  

 

Lesson 2: Who’s Effected… Everyone.  

Although automation and AI is in niche industries currently, it will be ubiquitous in the next 20 years. 

Robotic nurses are expected to take care of the elderly in Japan by 2020. Autonomous vehicles will 

disrupt all taxi and truck drivers. Even teaching will be effected as today masses of free educational 

material is online in the form of MOOCS.  

“Higher education could be Napsterized and vaporized in a matter of a few short years”.  

 

Lesson 3: Who Needs Manufacturing  

The most radical disruption will be in manufacturing. Currently we go to the store to pick up a product 

produced everywhere around the world.  

With 3-D printing, everyone will have the ability to buy the source code online and print in your house. 

Even better, in the book Zero Marginal Society by Jeremy Rifkin, the source material for 3-D printing can 

be scrap, allowing people in distressed area’s to print from the scrap around them.   

 

Lesson 4: The Sneaky Pete & Siren Servers 

New business models are revolutionary. Prior, technological advances helped us to manufacture more 

efficiently. This time around technology has fundamentally changed what it means to manufacture.  

Instead of a traditional producer – consumer relationship, internet companies provide us services for 

free, with services being the facilitation of content co-created (Refer to Modern Monopolies Book 
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Summary), they then collect our data and sell it to advertisers without us seeing how valuable our data 

is.  

The author calls these companies “Siren Servers”, companies who lure us in with free services then use 

their privileged overview of our activities to compile data for their monetization. And these aren’t just 

the Facebooks or Google, they’re everything from the New York Times to political campaigns. 

 

Lesson 5: Monopolies 

Since the more data the more value these companies create, data allows companies to build 

exponential MOATS – defendable competitive advantages. These winner-takes all style advantage turns 

Siren Server’s turn into monopolies in their respective fields.  

At the consumer level, think Facebook, and how once you’ve built a friend network it’s very unlikely 

you’d switch. This relationship is called the network effect, also called Metcalfe’s law. This means that 

value per one user increases exponentially as more users sign on.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Lesson 6:  The Solution? 

The author calls for companies to allow monetization for users based off the information they provide. 

For example, imagine a revenue share as a consumer? Thus, every time I “like” something on Facebook, 

I’m entitled to a portion of the revenue they’d get from that share.  

This would require a two-way system to distribute payments from companies to users who contribute 

information. The author points to a Nelsonian network, in which you would see all the companies that 

link to your information, thus knowing who owes you.  
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Like What You See? To learn more check 

this out! 
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