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Statement for Aaron Swartz Day and International Hackathon -2015

The Human Element - International Aaron Swartz Day Hackathon

HelloEveryone,

First,I'dliketoapologizefortheawkwardnessofthiswrittenmedium.Iwouldlovetospeakinperson
-aswellasattendandcontributeto-eventslikethese,butcertaincircumstancesarecomplicatingmy
abilitytotravelandcommunicateinanyfashionrecognizabletomostofusinthe21stcentury.

Infact-seeingthatthisisatechnologyevent-l'dliketotalkabouttheincredibleubiquityandaccess
thatsocietynowhastohighlyconnectedinformationtechnologydevices.Itseemstome,atleast,that
asweentertheeraofubiquitouscomputing,thesocalled"InternetofThings"-withcellphones
huggingagainstourhips,laptopsandtabletsineveryone'sbag,andtoastersthathavetheuncanny
abilitytosortourmusiclibrariesinthewrongwayandhaveuncomfortableconversationswithour
grumpyselvesinthemorning-wehavebeguntoblurthelineswithinourHumansocietyin
unexpectedandevenexcitingways.

Lookingattherapidadvancesinoursocialandpoliticalsphereintheinformationera-suchasthe
culturalprogressqueerandtransmovementshavestartedtomake-therelationshipsbetweensuch
thingsasgenderandsexuality,betweenartandwork,betweengenderandwork,andbetweensexuality
andart,haveblurredinincredibleways.Nowthereareelementsandideaswhichseemtoimplement
theconceptsof"transhumanism,"anditsbecomingnormalformoreandmorepeoplewhoanticipate-
aswellasfear-theeconomic,information,andtechnological"singularity"atthesupposedendofour
exponentialgraphsinourownlifetimes.

But,considertheparadoxthattechnologyhasprovidedforus.Weseemmorediverseandopenasa
society,butisn'titalsothecasethatwearemorehomogenousandinsecurethanweeverhavebeenin
thelastcenturyorso?Youmighttryandtellmesomethinglike-"Well,today'stoolsprovideuswith
theabilitytobemoreindependentfromthecontrolofourgovernmentsandcorporationsthanever
before."But,Iask,dotheyreally?Idon'tthinkverymanypeopleinhereareconvincedthattechnology
isapurelyliberatingtool,aswearenowseeingthatitcanalsobeusedtocensor,tocontrol,to
monitor,toanticipate,toimprison,andsometimesevenkill.

Iamarguingthatwecanbeindependentandliberatedasasocietyevenwithoutadvancedtechnology.
ItseemsthatsomepeopletodayevenfindtheirindependencebyembracingtheLudditephilosophy-
ditchingtheircellphonesfortheweekends,oravoidingtheInternetatcertaintimesofthedayorweek.
But,Ihopeyoudon'tthinkthatyouhavetoruntothehillsofMontanaandliveinacabinforyearson
end-thatseemsalittledisproportionate,haha.

Today,asisobviousinsomeoftheheadlinesthatweseeonline-weareinaconstanttechnological
armsrace,andIthinkthatit'simportanttorealizethatwearealwaysonlyasinglebreakthroughaway
frommakingthemethodsofnetworkobfuscationandencryptionpointlessorunusable.WhileIagree



thatit'sunlikely,itcertainlyiswellwithintherealmofpossibilitythatwemightwakeuptomorrow
morning-or,ifwe'rereallyhonest,tomorrowafternoonforsomeofus-andfindoutthatsometruly
brilliantordeviousmathematicianormathematicianshavesolvedtheRiemannHypothesis,throwing
entireregionsofourencryptionarsenalintoturmoil.Or,wemightwakeupandfindoutthatasix,
eight,oreventenqubitquantumcomputerwithnearperfecterrorcorrectionhasbeenbuilt,effectively
accomplishingthesamething.

ThepointI'mtryingtomakehereisthat-anditissometimeshardforthoseofusinthetech
communitytoaccept-thatourtechnologycanonlytakeussofaronitsown.Rather,itistheHuman
elementthatissoimportant,andunfortunatelyveryeasytoforget.

Asmostofusareacutelyaware,oursoftwarecanbewrittentoaccomplishataskthat,intheright
hands,solvesincredibleproblems,createsmiracles,eliminatesboundaries,andsaveslives.Think
about,forinstance,theentertainmentprovidedbystreamingvideosandvideogames,thereal-time
artificialintelligenceapplicationsthatareusedinautomatedcars,manufacturingplants,andmedical
equipment,orthesocalled"bigdata"platformsbeingappliedforInternetsearch,marketing,political
campaigning,andhealthcare.

Yet,thatverysamesoftwarewithafewminortweakscan,inthewronghands,causeimmense
problems,createnightmares,raiseinsurmountableboundaries,anddestroyandevenendlives.Think
abouthowthesametechnologyusedinstreamingvideo,videogames,real-timecommandand
controls,andartificialintelligence,canalsobeusedinunmannedaircraftarmedwithmissilestowreak
havoconbarelydiscerniblepeoplehundredsorthousandsofmilesaway.Thinkaboutthestatistical
"nudges"inbigdataalgorithmsthatcreategender,racial,ethnic,genderidentity,sexualorientation,
religious,politicalandotherbiasesacrosslargeswathsoftheonlinepopulation.Also,thinkaboutthe
intensifyingpolarizationandheavyfocusonprecisiontargetingon"swingvoters"inthepolitical
realm.Realpeopleinrealplacesinrealtimeareaffected-sometimesonanimmensescale.

Softwareisonlyatool.Technologyisonlyatoolbox.It'swhatwecreateoursoftwarefor,whatwe
intendtouseitfor,andwhoweallowtouseit,andhowmuch,thatreallycount.

Inowbelievethattoday'scodersandengineershaveanextra"hat"thatwehavetowearontopofthe
colorfulspectrumofhatswealreadyhave-namely,thetechnologyethicistandmoralisthat.Whether
we'reamateursorprofessionals,anddespitewhetherwewanttoornot,ithasnowbecomeanother
dutythatwehave.Ionlyhopethatthemajorityofuscanfigureoutandfullyunderstandwhatthatis
goingtoentailasweapproachtheedgeofourgraphs.Infact,HumanlivesandthefutureofHumanity
maydependonit.

Thankyouforyourtimeeveryone,andgoodluckinyourendeavors.Iwouldespeciallyliketothank
LisaReinforherlovelyletterlastmonthinvitingmetospeakbeforeyouall.Itwasanincrediblywarm
andheartfeltletterthatmademydayalittlebrighter.

Goodnight,everyone.
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