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Introduction: Good Technology Is Feminist

Eleanor Drage and Kerry McInerney

Technology needs feminism. Too often, conversations about feminism and technology are limited to the representation of women in science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM). Alternatively, they fixate on the emergence of sex robots and other erotic technologies, the coverage of which is saturated by the intermingling of disgust and fetishistic pleasure. However, sexism, misogyny, and patriarchy are deeply interwoven throughout the tech industry and the products that we use on a daily basis. This includes the female-gendered voice assistants that are expected to answer our every beck and call; the various forms of tracking technologies from AirTags to Find My Phone, which are increasingly used for non-consensual surveillance and are facilitating coercive control and intimate partner violence; and the development of algorithms that claim to be able to deduce someone’s sexuality from their facial appearance. New technologies often serve as a crucible for existing forms of injustice and oppression, albeit repackaged in a new, electronic form.

Meanwhile, technology has profoundly changed how we think and talk about feminism and the issues that lie at the heart of feminist activism and thought. We now frequently hear that men and women are biologically “programmed” to act and live in different ways, or “wired” up to recreate the same tired gender hierarchies and oppressive social structures. Instead of dieting, Silicon Valley bros inform us that our bodies can be “hacked”—in a nefarious new diet trend known as “biohacking”—for maximum health and productivity. And, in an era of virulent and overt transphobia—often in the erroneous name of feminism—we face calls to return to the simplistic thinking of binary code: two genders, 1 and 0. Amid all these technological metaphors, we sometimes lose sight of a greater truth: that despite all of this, feminism is electric. Feminist ideas, activism, and thought run like a golden current across generations. Feminism vibrantly illuminates the injustices of the world around us and galvanizes us to change them. Innately wild, it can be shocking, spiky, uncomfortable, and even dangerous. Most importantly, feminism is transformative, whether this takes the form of the immediate flash of a lightning bolt or the slow, steady burn of generational change. And that transformation is desperately needed. We need better relations, better systems, better designs, better visions, and perhaps, when these fail, better rebellions.
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Provocation

Feminism is transformative, whether this takes the form of the immediate flash of a lightning bolt or the slow steady burn of generational change.



Calling for better technology is relatively uncontroversial. Calling for good technology, though, raises a whole host of political, ethical, social, and technological questions. In our day jobs, we work with tech companies to consider how feminist ethics and principles can be integrated into tech development. In this context, good technology might mean something as simple as a technology that functions as it is supposed to: technology that “works.” Good technology, in industry contexts, is often reduced down to questions of functionality and errors. But our combined two decades-worth of interest in queer, feminist, anti-racist and decolonial thinking has led us to approach the question of “good technology” quite differently. Just because a technology functions as intended without any technical errors does not mean that it is designed with good intentions in mind, nor that it will be deployed in ways that more broadly support good outcomes for everyone. As historian of artificial intelligence (AI) Jonnie Penn emphasizes, good technology is often not really about technology at all but about other good things, like living well together, economic justice, and the redistribution of power. All our hype and preconceptions about technology may even be distractions in imagining good technology. Do we compromise on “good” when it is followed by the word “technology”?

Instead, we turn to gender, queer, and anti-racist studies, which when boiled down are about creating a world where everyone can live life well, even though inequality and persecution foreclose this possibility for many. As Judith Butler has pointed out, the aspiration to live a “good life” has led to profiting off the labor of others, which perpetuates inequality in global economic systems. To this we might add, developing technologies that put people who are already marginalized at risk of further violence and degradation. When she accepted the Adorno Prize in 2012, Butler said: “If we rely on ordinary language to tell us what the good life is, we will become confused, since the phrase has become a vector for competing schemes of value.” This is why the vast majority of people in this book define and critique the idea of “good” in order to make its value-ladenness visible. Unlike science fiction writer Isaac Asimov, we do not approach technology ethics as a way of creating doctrine (“what are the rules of good tech?”) but as a way to reorient technology toward serving the people who are most disenfranchized today. In other words, our goal is that every piece of technology is built in pursuit of justice. In what can seem like the unrelenting misery of our present era, filling our world with technologies that redistribute power puts a good future back on the horizon.

We know this is possible because of the people in this book. We are often told that you should not meet your heroes, lest you face the inevitable disappointment of realizing that they are just human, after all. So when we started The Good Robot podcast, we reached out to people with no small amount of trepidation. Would our heroes accept the invitation to be on our fledgling “feminism and technology” podcast? Would enough people identify as feminist, and would they want to chat to two young AI ethics researchers? Or would they turn us down and consign our dreams to the dustbin? As this book shows, the stars of technology, ethics, feminism, and philosophy proved the proverb wrong. While we fiddled away with our new microphones and scrambled to resolve technical errors, the leading thinkers in social justice and technology patiently chatted to us about their lives and work. Yes, they are all just human, but in their humanness they demonstrate the ethical ways of making, thinking about, and living with technology that they preach.

When we chose The Good Robot as the name for our podcast, we thought it might come across as flippant or idealistic. We liked its pithy invocation of kitsch, but we were worried that people might take it literally as the desire to create a “good robot.” Instead, we have been pleasantly surprised by how academics and practitioners alike have responded to it as a provocation rather than a possibility. For them and for us, good robots are not utopian pipe dreams but prompts for thinking differently about the technology industry as it stands today. What was apparent at the end of the first season was that the idea of the good robot conjures something in everyone’s mind, no matter how differently that prompt is interpreted. The good robot crosses disciplines, ages, and other borders, appealing to both technical and nontechnical audiences. We were delighted when in our interview with Jack Halberstam, he said, “I like this title, The Good Robot, because it’s such a fantasy from an earlier moment that has not really come to pass.” While it signals an unfulfillable and even outdated aspiration, our mascot still offers a moment of reflection about whether the good technologies that were hoped for have come about, whether good technology is too capacious (too large, too
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