
The New New Thing A Silicon Valley Story

Downloaded from tracker.dreammachineusa.org by Baker & Melissa • Read more, learn more. • Page 1

The New New Thing A Silicon Valley Story

The Endless Pursuit of Innovation:
Understanding The New New Thing
A Silicon Valley Story

In the fast-paced world of  technology,  there is  a singular
force  that  drives  entrepreneurs,  venture  capitalists,  and
engineers  alike:  the  relentless  hunt  for  the  next
breakthrough.  This  phenomenon,  captured  perfectly  in
Michael  Lewis's  seminal  work,  The  New New Thing  A
Silicon Valley Story, is about far more than just gadgets or
software. It is a deep dive into the psychology of innovation,
the culture of risk, and the unique ecosystem that allows the
impossible  to  become  inevitable.  To  understand  Silicon
Valley, one must first understand the concept of the "new
new thing"—the idea that value is not found in what exists,
but in what comes next. This article explores the core themes
of Lewis's book, the mindset of the modern founder, and how
the  lessons  from  this  classic  text  continue  to  shape  the
technology landscape of today.

Deconstructing the Phrase: What Exactly Is the
New New Thing?

At first glance, the phrase "the new new thing" sounds like a
simple  redundancy.  However,  within  the  context  of  the
Silicon Valley story, it carries a profound weight. It refers to
the specific moment when a technological idea transitions
from being merely novel to being revolutionary. It is not just
an upgrade or an iteration; it is a paradigm shift. The "new
new thing" is the product or service that renders the current
market  leaders  obsolete  overnight.  It  is  the  Netscape
browser that made the internet accessible, the iPhone that
redefined mobile  computing,  or  the  generative  AI  that  is
reshaping creativity today. Michael Lewis uses the story of
Jim  Clark,  the  legendary  entrepreneur,  to  personify  this
concept. Clark was never interested in maintaining the status
quo;  his  genius lay  in  his  ability  to  sense the next  wave
before anyone else saw it coming. The phrase encapsulates
the anxiety and excitement of an industry where yesterday's
success  is  irrelevant  if  you  are  not  already  working  on
tomorrow's disruption.



The Man Behind the Mission: Jim Clark and the
Silicon Valley Archetype

To tell The New New Thing A Silicon Valley Story, Lewis
focuses on Jim Clark,  a figure who embodies the Valley's
most extreme traits. Clark was not a typical businessman in a
suit; he was a sailor, a provocateur, and a brilliant engineer.
His career is a masterclass in serial entrepreneurship. He co-
founded  Silicon  Graphics  (SGI),  which  revolutionized  3D
graphics.  He  then  founded  Netscape,  which  ignited  the
commercial  internet  revolution.  Not  content  with that,  he
moved on  to  create  Healtheon (later  WebMD),  aiming to
disrupt the healthcare industry. What makes Clark's story so
compelling is his restless dissatisfaction. For him, building a
billion-dollar  company  was  only  fun  during  the  building
phase. Once the product was stable and the company was
managed by professionals, he became bored. This boredom is
the  engine  of  the  Valley.  Clark's  life  illustrates  that  the
ultimate goal is not wealth, but the process of creation. The
book uses his journey to explore how the American economy
shifted  from  industrial  manufacturing  to  information
technology,  driven by individuals who see the world as a
series of problems waiting to be solved with code.

The Ecosystem of Disruption: How Silicon
Valley Cultivates the "Next Big Thing"

The geography of Silicon Valley is not just a location; it is a
culture. Lewis's narrative highlights the specific conditions
that allow the "new new thing" to flourish. This ecosystem is

built on several critical pillars:

Tolerance for Failure: Unlike traditional corporate
environments, the Valley views a failed startup as a
learning experience, not a stigma. Founders who have
"failed" are often rehired or re-funded, bringing
valuable scar tissue.
Concentration of Capital: Venture capital firms sit
ready to fund high-risk, high-reward ideas. They
understand that most startups will fail, but the one or
two that succeed must return the entire fund.
Talent Density: The area attracts the best engineers,
designers, and product managers from around the
world. This density creates a network effect of ideas,
where conversations at a coffee shop can lead to a
multi-million dollar deal.
The "Just Do It" Mentality: There is a low tolerance
for bureaucracy. Speed is the ultimate currency.
Getting a prototype to market trumps perfecting a
business plan.

This  ecosystem  creates  a  feedback  loop  where  success
breeds more ambition,  and failure breeds wisdom. It  is  a
volatile,  stressful,  and  exhilarating  environment  perfectly
suited to producing the "new new thing."

Key Lessons from A Silicon Valley Story for
Modern Entrepreneurs

While The New New Thing A Silicon Valley Story  was
written  in  the  late  1990s,  its  lessons  are  timeless.
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Entrepreneurs today can extract several actionable insights
from the tale:

Focus on the Adjacent Possible: Clark didn't invent1.
the internet; he built a browser that made it usable.
Look for the tools that are just about to mature and find
the application that unlocks their potential.
Hire for Obsession: The best teams are not motivated2.
by salary alone. They are obsessed with the problem
they are solving. Lewis describes engineers who worked
80-hour weeks not because they were told to, but
because they couldn't stop.
Ignore the "Experts": When Clark started Netscape,3.
the prevailing wisdom was that the internet was a toy.
Great innovators often operate in a bubble of certainty
that defies market skepticism.
Know When to Let Go: Clark was a terrible manager4.
of large, mature companies. His skill was in the spark of
creation, not the slow burn of maintenance. Founders
must recognize their own strengths and be willing to
step aside for professional management when
necessary.

The Modern Parallels: AI, Biotech, and the
Eternal Return of the New

If  we apply the lens of  The New New Thing A Silicon
Valley Story  to  the current  landscape,  we see the same
patterns playing out. Today, the "new new thing" is likely
found  in  the  realms  of  Large  Language  Models,  genetic
engineering, or space technology. Companies like OpenAI,

SpaceX,  and  CRISPR-focused  biotechs  are  driven  by  the
same restless energy that drove Jim Clark. The current AI
boom feels eerily similar to the dot-com boom that Lewis
chronicled. There is hype, there are massive valuations, and
there is a scramble to be first. However, the underlying story
remains  the  same:  a  small  group  of  brilliant,  relentless
people  believe  they  can  change  the  world  through
technology. The specifics may have changed from software to
intelligence,  but  the  human drama of  ambition,  risk,  and
discovery remains constant. The "Silicon Valley story" is now
a global story, with innovation hubs in Shenzhen, London,
and Tel Aviv all chasing their own "new new thing."

The Dark Side of the Quest: Burnout and the
Cost of Constant Innovation

No story of the Valley is complete without acknowledging its
shadows. The pursuit of the "new new thing" exacts a heavy
toll. Lewis touches on the isolation and mania of Clark, who
often found more solace on his sailboat than with his family.
In today's context, we speak openly about burnout, mental
health, and the "hustle culture" that glorifies exhaustion. The
relentless pressure to innovate can lead to ethical shortcuts,
as seen in the scandals of companies like Theranos (which
ironically  tried  to  disrupt  healthcare)  or  the  privacy
violations of social media giants. The "move fast and break
things"  motto  has  consequences.  A  balanced  view of  the
Silicon Valley story requires us to ask: What is the cost of
this constant disruption? Are we building a better world, or
just a more efficient one? The best innovators are those who



marry the ambition of the "new new thing" with a sense of
responsibility.

Why This Story Remains Essential Reading

Michael Lewis's book endures because it is not really about
technology; it is about human nature. The New New Thing
A Silicon Valley Story is a character study of a man who
was built to build, and a culture that worships the future. It
explains why some people are never satisfied with what is,
and why that dissatisfaction is the engine of progress. For
anyone working in tech, or anyone trying to understand the
modern  economy,  this  narrative  provides  the  DNA  of
innovation. It teaches us that the most dangerous question
you can ask in business is, "Are we there yet?" Because in
Silicon Valley, you are never there. The goal is always over
the horizon.

Conclusion: The Horizon Is Always
Moving

Ultimately, The New New Thing A Silicon Valley Story is
a  powerful  reminder  that  innovation  is  a  process,  not  a
destination.  The  specific  technologies  change—from
microchips  to  browsers  to  neural  networks—but  the
underlying human drive remains the same. Jim Clark’s legacy
is not just the companies he founded, but the template he
created  for  how to  think  about  the  future.  He  taught  a
generation  of  entrepreneurs  that  the  greatest  risk  is  not
failure, but irrelevance. As we stand on the cusp of a new era
of artificial intelligence and biotechnology, the lessons of this
book are more relevant than ever. The "new new thing" is
waiting to be discovered. The only question is: who will have
the courage, the vision, and the stamina to build it?


