


• 15 •

Memory, Creativity, Courage

Three questions opened this book and prompted my attention and research on TSM, and they were all about my concerns for my children and the lingering impacts TSM would have on their brains, their lives, and their future opportunities. I thought my research would focus on the studies related to mental health, identity, addiction, media studies, personality, and, of course, human development. What I hadn’t realized, either in the intentional research work I conducted, or in the incidental research I would engage by living through rapid technological and ecological change, was how empty my questions were once I drilled further into the impacts and implications of the TSM in our lives. I wasn’t prepared for the interconnections between space and TSM, the ways in which current community infrastructure issues were related to robber barons of the 1800s, or how the critiques around TSM use in children or by adults were so often harbingers of political and cultural power grabs as much as they might be about informed users.

What was happening in my kitchen, my professional life, my community economy, and my social circles was happening globally, and it was being shaped internal and external to my familiar social and spatial bubbles. I wasn’t alone, which certainly is relieving, but neither was I but an incidental blip in a centuries-long battle between industry and government and increasingly between government and government. I thought I was going to learn more to protect myself from hate lists and tighten the parental controls on my kids. The “Make Way for Ducklings” desire of order, stability, community support, and family endurance seemed to me a proper ending for the research threads examined based on a foundation of human attachment and family support through anticipatory guidance. If enough families understood that the odds are stacked against our control, we might work to better communicate the cultural values and social good we want for our kids. We just gotta connect with our kids more fully, I thought during my beachside conversation with Ben’s grandparents and my California dinner with Lyon.

A vision of man on the moon and of the promises of an integrated mountaintop spurred a generation toward the conditions that enabled massive explosion of telecommunication’s innovations, organized Black communities globally against oppression, and made possible global space exploration. The fears of men from the moon ushered in nuclear disarmament and ended the controls of totalitarian regimes across the continent of Europe and Asia as the USSR fell. Today, as the levers of power at my local and national levels lead choruses of constituents against teaching accurate history in our resegregated public schools, there is another turning of the tide. And wealthy men launching space junk are themselves through the largess enabled by their extraction providing the telecommunications resources that are attempting to stop the encroachment of Russia into Ukraine, and beyond. Of course, in the 1960s and 1990s neither the US moon shot or the gift of duck statues could alter the geopolitical machinations within and between nations, but each shifted the paths previously possible.

We are at a moment that cannot be underestimated in terms of its paths and the shifts possible. But it would be unrealistic to think seeing interconnections alone would shift anything. We are equally unrealistic if we believe TSM is about parenting or specific TSM policymaking in our schools or homes. We must appreciate the full picture of the attachment disruptions that occur through TSM, the attachment repair they make possible, and recognize in them both a ray of hope to inspire and instill the kind of actions that could really help repair the ruptures this book describes.

Once I picked at the edges of how hate groups operate, how algorithms were conceived, what impact positive parasocial engagement can have on a brain primed for social cues, and once I realized how value-laden even regulatory opportunities are, it was obvious that even intentional parenting around TSM would have its limits, and that these limits were not so much about malice or bad actors in their own individual dramas, but about the corruption of power dynamics that control the legal and economic frameworks from which our civilization operates. I had not realized that I would be decolonizing technology or applying findings from legal research of critical race theory to help understand the severe limits of parents’ abilities in supporting their children’s engagement with TSM. And yet, increasingly, the journey led to paths with unexpected starting places, and unacceptable ending trajectories.

Technology has a way of transforming, as the 1967 film The Graduate’s most famous line, “Are you listening? Plastics,” implied. The line, said to the soon-to-be college graduate about the industry he should be entering, was a symbol of the disconnect between the confused ambivalence of the youthful character, and the confident, if cryptic, ambitions of his father’s business associate. Today, if that same scene were to play out, we might hear him say, “Are you listening? Graphene”!1 instead of plastics, as the two-dimensional material science breakout has come to revolutionize everything from touchscreens, batteries, human organs, and now even space exploration as it is being considered in the construction of the long-anticipated “space elevator.” If I am being honest, with myself and with you the reader, the questions these technology touchpoints invite are less about the developmental moment my child, or as discussed in chapter 11, even myself, might be navigating. They are more about, or maybe they are also about, the developmental moment of my family, my workplace, my community, and our broader globe.

Just as human growth and development has predictable periods of growth, regression, consolidation, and adaptation, the growth of human systems does as well. Technology is a human system, and technology’s touchpoints also have predictable periods of growth, regression, consolidation, and adaptation. The cycle of technology innovation has a disruptive impact on human growth and development, and while humans may gain a capital good through its development, their own development is altered by its introduction and adoption. Therefore, we must attend to the development cycles of humans, our technology, and our ecology by appreciating the bioethical imperative. Bioethics is the study of the effects of advances in biology, medicine, and technologies, and it rests on four key principles: non-malfeasance, beneficence, justice, and autonomy. It is both a timeless field, in that humans often seek these values in their respective eras, and very young, about fifty years or so. As with any ethics, there is debate about the comprehensiveness of these principles.2

A bioethical approach to the relationship between humans and our technology would consider the obligations human creators and human systems have to individual humans and to humanity. A chemist who actively understood the toxicity of a substance and then worked tirelessly to place the substance into every child and worker’s body would rightfully be called evil once their knowledge or and commitment to harm was revealed. Bioethics3 of technology development would consider that development is not agnostic or without cultural or historic precedent; that technology development leads to change and that change disproportionately impacts those with least power and access. A technology bioethics would consider what is possible, what is meaningful, and what is leverageable between what one market wants and another community needs.

Yet it’s hard to know how such a responsive set of solutions could be created in a world where individual corporate actors can ignite a new technology on the backs of existing infrastructure, especially when such efforts are enabled to actively derail existing public good efforts. Never-mind imagining how such a process would unfold while sustaining our ecosystem and by releasing a multinational corporate hold on people and places. In some ways we see how it might be possible in films such as Coded Bias, and yet even as that film led to changes in public opinion, there were specific experts located within technology companies whose work to fix the problems of algorithmic bias was simultaneously squelched as they were forced out of the companies building these technologies. Is the public groundswell enough to bring forth technologies informed by bioethics? In my interview with SAFE lab director Dr. Desmond Patton, he sees the conversations having matured in the aftermath of George Floyd’s killing and the protests against anti-blackness that followed. He shares that:


It’s been really clear that folks want to talk about AI and ethics folks want to talk about diversity in AI and that has just really increased over the last nine years. Folks initially were interested in kind of the sensational aspects of using AI to focus on violence and to predict. Over the years, what that has become as folks being more interested in the methodology that I use the ways in which I work with young people; social work perspectives social work thinking so I get a lot of opportunities to talk about my approach and how social workers inform how and why I do the work that I do.4



When Dr. Patton describes interest in the methods he is using, he means his work as a social worker, and his model of considering trauma, community context, and explicit ways to empower community members who are outside the ivory tower or ed tech environments. That type of community care and contextualization is rare for those used to studying computing or policing, and so his approaches are understood as valuable and unique in the context of solutions that have removed actual people from the equation. There is a reason his approaches work better; they are anchored in human realities, and it is these realities that we should be invested in understanding if we are to cocreate TSM regulations that will benefit not only the ideal user who is most like the original programmer, but actual users who will likely be limited in what they can adjust, locate, or limit when they interact daily with whatever TSM innovation is next disrupting their day.

Where should this lead us now? What is the anticipatory guidance that can be offered as my children crest their next developmental wave, as I begin another developmental chapter of my own, as our nation and indeed the world in various committee chambers consider the best next course for our collective societal development to take, with so many dashboard lights alerting us to the increasing obstacles to this end? What is the advice now? We might consider the multiple ways that TSM can shape and alter human development, the various technology touchpoints and all the ruptures that seem impervious to repair and think there is little to do but disconnect. Yet this response is not the one advocated by one of Fred Rogers’s proteges. When Chip Donohue and I explore the implications of the emerging Senate subcommittee findings in the context of remote learning that is still a reality, he urges me to reconsider the Luddite options of fighting against technology in classrooms. To me or others he hears arguing against consistent TSM access in classrooms, he says:


“Oh, oh, we’ve got to get together again, we finally can be in the classroom together. Relationships are first.” Um, yes, relationships are first. I’ve, I’ve spent… Since 2009, I’ve been a senior fellow at the Fred Rogers Center. Of course, relationships matter more. The technology’s just a way of supporting that.5



Supporting relationships is the point of TSM, at least for its best use with children. When it comes to adults, it may or may not be a tool that can assist in such lofty aims, and yet it is built on the foundation of being a community good, which all infrastructure is since the earliest days of transportation and telecommunication. It’s ability to support commerce, economic growth, and markets is what enabled it to be developed to begin with. Now as entire new economies are built, as the impacts of our feral ecologies yield COVID remote realities, it is naïve to pretend TSM won’t be in every child’s life, directly through their own use, and politically through the control and manipulations of the governments and the actors who are bent to control both economic and information possibilities for others. As Americans retreat from the fray of political changes demanded in protests in 2020 and beyond, it is all too apparent that even more transformation and extraction is planned as telecommunication prepares for intergalactic transmission. The creation of Space Force, the sixth armed services branch established in 2019, and the development and reporting of national mineral deposits6 are two infrastructures tied to energy and space travel that portend the innovation demand that will next be commercialized and grown into everyday life.

In the year or more leading up to the 2020 election, national headlines were reporting on all sorts of symptoms of dysregulation. “White Genocide” banners appeared on the lawn of my children’s elementary school, and construction crews bedecked with Confederate flags, gun-racks, and Texas bullhorns staked out local intersections sending intimidating signals to drivers around the corner from the same school, also our local polling station. I had endured another year of intense workplace discrimination and the emotional labor of coaching others living through theirs as a minoritized woman in a state low in numbers of professionally credentialed Black and Latina women. To say my vigilance was heightened, my emotions dysregulated, would be accurate.

I was more than ready for the sabbatical year that promised no teaching, administration, mentoring, coaching, or service of any kind.7 Despite this, I was prepared to “go out” on my sabbatical with one final employer-facilitated request when what came through was to respond to mass violence brought forward by hate. In August 2019, just a day after a Trump campaign rally where the campaigning president demanded border walls and quoted “America First,” a man with an AR-15 drove nearly one hundred miles to El Paso Texas, expressly to kill Latinx and Hispanic people whom he had decided didn’t deserve to live. Could I comment as a clinical psychologist and explain why the night after the Texas shooting, hundreds of miles away from El Paso, thousands of people in New York City’s Times Square were petrified when a backfiring car sent hundreds running in fear, believing they, too, were being targeted for being minority? When I get the request, I am more than dysregulated; I am outraged.

Instead of receiving comments from colleagues with expertise in political rhetoric and hate speech, the college-retained PR firm requests a mental health commentary. It seemed to me as if responding to the racialized social targeting unfolding with increasing intensity in an understandably reactive way was the healthy reaction, and that the abnormality requiring examination was the silent endorsement such queries enabled for the ongoing and resurgent terrorism that is bound to white supremacy. This is the power of white supremacy in regulating itself and the outcomes that result from silence, diversion, and subversion. And the hardest part was realizing that no one positioned with power in the institutions involved (my own, the PR firm, or the news cycle where such commentary would be placed) understood the implications of their outreach nor the insidiousness of the supremacy they enacted. The zone of proximal development for whiteness is a deep one,8 one that I was not prepared to scaffold and support while attempting to meet my own emotional and psychological needs in the face of white supremacist terror playing out across the country in increasing rates.

I wrote back to the PR firm with a statement, one they refused to bring to press. I found in my outrage no comfort, and it, combined with other ongoing factors existing even before the pandemic, set in motion more than a year of alienation from my colleagues who seemed oblivious to the impact of the systemic dismissal and denial such practices repeated over a career might bring. I wrote to the PR firm director that


A clinician is needed I suppose; there is certainly info to share about dealing with newly surfaced agoraphobic symptoms and there is some concrete advice to offer trauma survivors who feel reactivated by the horrors around us. Instead of linking policy discussions on gun control and public health as rooted in a specific white supremacist ethos we debate increased individual emotion regulation that might change community outcomes. When the neighborhoods changed in cities across the US, we called it “white flight,” now that social media neighborhoods contain more opportunities for mixed conversations it’s time for good white people to stop “white fright” from keeping them from using their voices against white supremacy.



It was a bit overwrought, as I reflect, and I understand now why the statement wasn’t used by the firm, given both its lack of specificity and its generalizations about neighborhoods offline and online.

Looking back with greater insights into online neighborhoods, I can also appreciate how distinct experiences within TSM are for individuals, sorted algorithmically by race, age, gender, region, religion, pet ownership status, and all the myriad ways our own engagement and the advertising metrics create the online realities that we each navigate. It was part of why a group of New York City Latinx communities could startle and believe themselves as under threat as shoppers at an El Paso Walmart had been only days earlier; the connectivity we feel online to real groups is real in our bodies and minds, and no actual distance can reduce that reality as we form and re-form our sense of self and community through our daily engagements, online and off. Just as I could not fathom the blindness to upholding whiteness playing out by nice people doing their work, they (my colleagues, the PR firm) could not fathom the daily reality of knowing you and others like you are under unrelenting attack.

When headlines of hate killings unfold anywhere, when videos of traffic stops end in death or “suicide,” when these realities across screens in minute-by-minute scrolls are the realities of so many minoritized, there is no event that is far enough removed from daily experience as to be a dispassionate event worthy of neutral emotionless commentary. At least, there shouldn’t be. Any opportunity to bring forward awareness within the contact zones between communities that such media statements might afford feels both imperative yet imperfect, and neither is likely to leave the one minority being asked to speak feeling empowered. If I can take liberty with Audre Lorde’s sentiments,9 belonging cannot require the abandoning of our differences, but the expanding of our attachments.

We are earthbound, no matter how our stars are aligned. The innovation and the minerals and networks they require will be highly contested in the next half century, and our best hope is organizing around shared human and ecological well-being. We must confront the simplistic teleological story of progress and demand accountability for demonstrating human and ecological impacts before industrialization, and we cannot rely on political and business leaders alone to be experts in reform or regulation. Technology bioethics requires both historical understanding and future imaginings. It requires us to consider what is essential about humanness and to move beyond it to consider the ecology we require as humans; what is the best version of human life that can be remembered and observed, and that takes care to create and innovate TSM with this awareness and sensitivity in mind.


OUR CONNECTED WORLD

In 2011, when then Pope John Paul IX began the Twitter profile @pontifex, I was one of the first hundreds of thousands of followers; my college account followed and retweeted, and soon I added His Eminence to my feed. It’s no surprise then that seven years later, when Pope Francis gave the first official papal TED Talk, again I was one of the first hundreds of thousands of viewers. The conference theme that year, The Future You, featured deep fifteen-minute dives into the ways innovation, design, and education would transform each viewer into a new, improved version of themselves. In the context of forward progress, his remarks about how the keys to tomorrow lie in our ability to have memory, creativity, and courage, but most importantly how all of this (when available and combined through human interaction) creates the greatest renewable energy source on the planet: human hope.

I have watched the talk many times since; it was a challenging message to receive, frankly. By 2017 (the time of his remarks), it was possible to retweet an injustice, share a Kickstarter campaign, and reconnect (or lose touch) intentionally with any variety of actual people I shared presence within life, and to instead rely on the technological projections of social media existence to suffice for relationship. Indeed, by that time my own non-household relationships felt strained enough in person that the screed was preferred to the need. The Pope was acknowledging the power of such an existence in connecting us across the globe and to providing even greater spiritual insights through such sharing experiences. His was a call for humans to be in solidarity with one another’s pain, and, in doing so, to seize those moments as the most vital to our own continuation as individuals and as a society, to physically be with others. I never wanted a pandemic to force my internet-connected social existence exclusively online, but let’s say that after the trauma of those years leading up to 2020, I was ready for the remote life.

Technology can allow connection, the Pope affirmed and forecasted this, and yet, it can allow for us to ignore the disconnection around and between connections as well. How would memory, creativity, and courage overcome that truth? Was individual action and attention to one singular other really the key to unwinding this disconnected tangle of our time? As I review the research on attachment disruption and repair, what comes up is not so different from what the Pope in his remarks dictated: Narrative coherence, meaning, and purpose are the ingredients consistently heralded as essential to healthy human relations. Understanding our own story, creating a sense of coherence, and using that to drive and support individual conceptualizations of one’s purpose in living are the features that extend from secure attachments and that can be built upon through treatment for those who are disconnected. When these are present or built anew in a person, they can achieve personally and socially meaningful and impactful things. When they are absent, disruption is not only the root, but the consequence.

We are beginning to see the ripple effects of memory, creativity, and courage aligning as individual actions yield socially coherent narratives that help us collectively find meaning and resolve a new purpose in our deliberations about TSM adoption and guidance. What I suspected as I fretted over whether my children were prepared to manage real life is finally coming public as whistleblower Frances Haugen testifies before US Senate and House committees, revealing herself and identity after the publication of sixty thousand documents she identified and archived in order to highlight the internal research affirming the corrosive, destabilizing, and dehumanizing impacts the platform of Facebook has had on individual children and on entire societies and ethnic groups.10

As Frances reveals her efforts to follow career decisions of colleagues to unearth their and others’ comments relative to human trafficking functions of the platform, or suicidal ideation impacts of video recommendation algorithms, or contend with the years-long understanding of body image on young women using Instagram, I am struck by the personal memory, creativity, and courage it reveals. In accepting a job at Facebook, she had only one goal, one that grew from her observing the radicalization and isolation of a close white male friend. Once inside, and as she observed the platform cavalierly roll back protections used leading into the 2020 US presidential election, she reports having candid conversations with her mom. Her mom was not only Frances’s mother, but also an ordained Episcopal priest. And just as Pope Francis demanded of his 2017 TED Talk audience, and frankly every future audience of the TED Talk, her mother challenged her:

If your one life and your one presence can bring hope to the world, can save a life, then that is what is asked of you in solidarity with humanity.

I am not naïve; having read Horwitz’s account of the telecommunication deregulation patterns of the last century, I can recognize the various machinations at play. All the testimony and hearings would only be happening if there was political will to do more than hold hearings. It’s a lot to see the response, the immediate hearings, the immediate support of an attractive young blond white woman, having also watched, supported, and continuously tuned in to the rejection of others who raised similar or equally startling alarms; women of color like Timnit Gebru at Google and Sophie Zhang at Facebook. It’s a lot to see the machinations that will likely break big tech up and yet leave untouched core factors that enabled the harm already wrought. Clearly this whistleblower is the “right” one, and this presidential administration and pre-midterm moment is the “right” one to bring to bear political regulations that can impact these companies and practices far into the future. However clear these things may be in my own estimation, it is also clear that the TSM issues are not resolvable without addressing capital flow, regulation of markets, and creating structures that address social inequity. Still, the moves happening are important.

As Frances argues in her testimony before the Senate and House committees, she is not shy in naming these tensions herself. For whatever motivations and methods I might conjecture or critique to explain her choices leading up to her release of the materials, it’s clear this is the fight she intends to land with, and whether or not there are long-term systemic changes, there will certainly be short-term changes to Face-book’s power. What does it require then? What is it that we need, and what should be anticipated? Just like the work of considering the next developmental aim of our children, we do well to consider the developmental aim of our social world, because it is in considering this that we will find our best guidance with which to anticipate for ourselves and the TSM, and the children, not yet conceived.

It’s clear that Europe and California will continue to be leaders in public interest policy protections, while China and the United States will continue to lead in AI arms battles across several essential domains, including military operations, medical decisions, and community policing. These realities mean there are identifiable ways to engage at the level of the lever, in hyperlocal and networked deliberative and iterative trials as adoption, investments, and impact are considered. And for many of the proposed changes, improvements, or overhauls, we must extend them with full awareness of the creep and reach of fascism, sexism, racism, and totalitarianism. Just as we ask engineers to “Black Mirror” their disruptive tech innovation, it’s worth applying that lens to proposed policies.

And so, I try this for myself, imagining the worst of the outcomes of the ambivalent, preoccupied, dismissive, and avoidant parenting policies I have individually—and we have collectively—applied to our technology adoptions and those of our children. But the episode I envision feels as though it has come to life as a week of wounded men and boys wreaking havoc with vehicles and guns in safe places celebrating the return of normal, and a slew of courtrooms where women’s trauma and pain and culpability for harm and heroism is also highly visible. It’s hard not to understand there is a need for the attunement, responsiveness, repair, and attachment that our physiology is aligned with in our most intimate social relations. Indeed, whether it is Pope Francis’s call for solidarity in action to foster hope as energy; or Frances Haugen’s call for solidarity in action to foster transparency in understanding so as to counter the negative forces of Facebook and other TSM; whether it is the specifics of the techniques used by China and damned in Senate testimony; or whether it is the scientific consensus around what the answer is to address algorithmic bias, there is increasing consensus that what lies at the center of redressing TSM harm is the very thing that was supposed to be empowered by its free rein to






























OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_001.jpg
Bt Y I
K et
LORETTA L. C. BRADY
\ .

¢ «
L]

TECHNOLOGY
TOUCHPOINTS

Parenting in the Digital Dystopia

7






