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Praise for Man-Made


‘With her usual rigour, Tracey Spicer dives into big data and uses of AI, revealing its clear biases and range of equalities, making this urgent topic easily comprehensible.’ Faith Agugu, founder of Silver Sirens

‘Man-Made is just the book we need as we grapple with how AI will change our lives and our world… This is a book for everyone. Starting with an explanation of how AI is already invading every facet of our everyday lives, Spicer delves into the questions we are all asking – and those we haven’t even thought about. As the story of AI unfolds in Man-Made, the sense of urgency escalates, making this an exhilarating read. Spicer deserves our gratitude for throwing a light into dark places, and giving us the knowledge, tools and power to begin to understand the future.’ Dame Quentin Bryce, AD CVO

‘Tracey’s brilliance in providing us with hard hitting realities, is perfectly coupled with her quick wit and humour, bringing forth invaluable history of our female tech, science, mathematics and medicine contributors and creators. Tracey manages to elicit anger, outrage and full-body laughter at the outrageous happenings of the past, all whilst providing a much needed history lesson on how we’ve managed to rub out female contributions, discoveries and innovation in the evolution of the digital age.’ Iyari Cevellos, Chair of Women in Technology (WiT)

‘I have felt concerned for some time about the power of algorithms, personal data collection, AI, virtual assistants, deepfakes, the invasion of my personal conversations that creates advertisements on my phone and the invisible digital filters that have been created with clear gender, anti-women and ethnic biases, but after reading Tracey Spicer’s deep exploration of the truth, I am now really terrified about the future of humanity.’ Maggie Dent, author, educator and host of award-winning podcast Parental as Anything

‘Man-Made is a fascinating read that transforms something wholly inaccessible, elitist and terrifying into a real, tangible and suddenly very alive state of play. With her conversational tone and penchant for pop culture/real-world references, Spicer invites us all to take a seat at the table and have our eyes opened. Using humour, wit and an honestly jaw-dropping amount of research, I found myself yelling out loud in parts, blown away by just how deeply bias and bigoted coding runs. A must-read for anyone who relies on AI to help them succeed which, according to this book, is all of us. Run, don’t walk.’ Hannah Diviney, writer, actress and advocate

‘Spicer’s acutely observed dystopia about our AI future reminds us that actively tackling sexism in every part of our lives is a fierce battle that has barely started. With unrelenting detail and analysis, Spicer shows how a male default is woven through every part of our lives and will shape a disastrous AI future unless we act now. This call to arms for women’s fundamental inclusion as AI shapes our world will stun many and should trigger a revolution.’ Catherine Fox AM, author of Stop Fixing Women

‘There’s plenty of books by AI academics which succeed when it comes to explaining the technology but they are less robust at foreseeing the implications. This is where Tracey Spicer’s book Man-Made truly excels. The Walkley Award-winning journalist brilliantly paints the picture of how AI and machine learning works and what it means for us right now and importantly how it will impact our future. Tracey highlights how AI is predisposed towards “misogyny, racism, ableism, homophobia and ageism” and as she reminds us, it “replicates at speed”. Her book helps you understand the real issues at stake particularly when it comes to unconscious bias in AI. We all need to speak up about the very issues that will impact our future and this book will inform and embolden you to do that.’ Robyn Foyster, Editor, Women Love Tech

‘In Man-Made, journalist and author Tracey Spicer pulls back the curtain on the threats that AI poses to a future of equality and equal opportunity for all. Her six years of research, including the theories of academia, is presented in a way that is easy to digest, equal parts entertaining and frightening, but always compelling to read… I couldn’t put Man-Made down.’ Marina Go, Independent Chair, Non-executive Director and author of Break Through: 20 success strategies for female leaders

‘This book will have you enlightened, educated and enraged all at the same time, while feeling hopeful for the future, because of women like Tracey Spicer shedding light on an area most of us felt too complex to challenge openly… but not anymore!’ Shivani Gopal, Founder and CEO, ELLADEX

‘AI is everywhere. But society’s terror about it seems fixated on the wrong questions: will it help kids cheat on exams? Will robots be built smarter than humans and eventually overthrow our domination? But these are wrong questions. In her book, Man-Made, Tracey Spicer uses incisive journalism and impeccable research coupled with fierce curiosity and humour to peel back the layers of what it means for the future if machines are embedded with human bigotry such as misogyny, racism and homophobia. Far from technology being neutral, Tracey asks the question: What if an algorithm is actually a tool that persistently reinforces inequalities?… This fascinating, alarming, intelligent, compelling and ultimately hopeful read is for anyone who uses tech (yep, that’s all of us!).’ Ginger Gorman, author of Troll Hunting: Inside the world of online hate and its human fallout

‘A defiantly funny and informative read – what should be bleak, Spicer makes inspiring. Both a correction of history and a warning for the future, Man-Made is a must read for those seeking a fairer future.’ Corinne Grant, lawyer, comedian and television presenter

‘Gripping. Compelling. Do yourself a favour and read this cautionary tale. We all need to read this, and learn from it. Tracey Spicer’s storytelling methodically unpeels the biases that technology is wrapping around daily life and empowers women to stand up against a future designed by men to disadvantage them. Compulsory reading if you care about the future and its entrenchment of existing power structures.’ Madonna King, author of Ten-Ager

‘As eye-opening as it is entertaining, Man-Made is full of truths about the gendered impacts of AI that are uncomfortable to learn but crucial to act on.’ Antoinette Lattouf, author of How To Lose Friends and Influence White People

‘Coinciding with the re-emergence of artificial intelligence as a hot topic in mainstream Australia, Tracey Spicer’s book is exquisitely well timed. Filled with illuminating and entertaining case studies, data and anecdotes, Man-Made exposes just how much of our seemingly brave new world is in fact shaped by a not-so-brave old guard. A wake-up call for anyone assuming the ChatGPT future will not be designed largely for – and by – the boys’ club.’ Sarrah Le Marquand, editor-in-chief of Stellar and media commentator

‘Alexa not Alex, Siri not Sir. A brilliantly researched, and slightly terrifying look at how gender bias is as much a part of technology as… well, motherboards.’ Dee Madigan, Creative Director Campaign Edge, author and media commentator

‘Man-Made is not just engaging, it’s important. In a world that is right now being invisibly shaped by powerful algorithms and AIs, Spicer shines a journalistic light into places that have remained too dark for too long.’ Darren Menachemson, Head of Digital Societies, Chief Ethicist and Global Partner, ThinkPlace

‘Far from creating a perfect world, Spicer reveals AI’s unwieldy capacity to replicate existing patterns of inequality. In reckoning with its potential, she forces us to consider how our past is being programmed into our future. The sincerity of this book is nothing short of heroic.’ Vivian Pham, author of The Coconut Children

‘Thank God it’s funny. If it wasn’t, I’d be too scared to sleep. Tracey brings her sparkling wit and journalist’s critical eye to this Frankenstein’s tale for the digital generation. Meticulously researched, hilarious and shocking. Read this book before it’s too late.’ Juanita Phillips, ABC TV News anchor and author of A Pressure Cooker Saved My Life

‘Tracey Spicer whips away the curtain to reveal the biases behind the technology we use every day. This is a fascinating, frightening, and important book that will change the way you see the modern world.’ Kerri Sackville, author of The Secret Life of You

‘In this brave new world of artificial intelligence, we are carried along by vast oceans of data. The services we receive, the news served to us, even the quality of our healthcare are increasingly shaped by how AI churns through data about us and everyone in our community. Just as the real ocean currents shift the water beneath us while remaining invisible and out of our control, so too is AI. Tracey Spicer’s brilliant and sometimes terrifying book makes these hidden phenomena visible. She shows how AI can result in more injustice and unfairness, but there’s hope. By better understanding this world, we’re better equipped to survive and even thrive amid the data ocean’s most terrifying tempests.’ Ed Santow, Co-Director of the Human Technology Institute and former Australian Human Rights Commissioner

‘AI is rapidly transforming our lives, and this important book highlights the stark challenges we are facing – that bias and inequity is deeply embedded at every turn. Tracey offers a compelling call to action for more accountable, equitable and ethical AI that properly reflects the diverse world we live in.’ Carol Schwartz AO, Chair of the Women’s Leadership Institute Australia

‘The new world may be brave, but not as brave as Tracey Spicer. This book isn’t just a warning to every government, business and human being on earth, it’s also a cracking read that moves at fibre optical speed with wit, compassion, and intelligence of the non-artificial variety.’ Justin Smith, journalist and author of Cooper Not Out

‘Tracey Spicer uses her unmistakably human voice to warn us all about the deeply sexist Frankenstein’s Monster that is modern AI. Humanity’s potential overthrow and replacement by those without morals, without heart and without soul is real – and marching toward us right now.’ Yumi Stynes, author and broadcaster

‘Finally, a book on AI that is accessible to all people. In Man-Made Tracey Spicer, in a fabulously conversational style, delves into the history and development of artificial intelligence and maps out the absolute lack of consideration of women and minorities in the design and development of the machines that are running our world. Man-Made will put fire in the bellies of women and girls and will surely cause the tech men-folk to sit up and review the role they play. Essential reading for all people interested in the future of humanity.’ Dr Catriona Wallace, Responsible AI expert, Founder of the Responsible Metaverse Alliance and Adj. Professor

‘Brilliance! Artificial intelligence has been thrust upon us by the tech bros, in their own image and – terrifyingly – with Silicon Valley vested interests. No one consulted us; the ethics and existential risks have not been thought through. Tracey Spicer bravely leads us through this conversation, the biggest of our era… and one we need to have fast!’ Sarah Wilson, author of This One Wild and Precious Life and First, We Make the Beast Beautiful
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For Jase, Taj and Grace




INTRODUCTION

‘Mum, I want a robot slave!’

It’s 7.47 am on a Monday in 2016, and I’m wiping sleep from my eyes. Frankly, it’s too early for an existential discussion with my 11 year old about the intersection between technology and human rights. Against our better judgement, Taj has been watching an episode of the adult cartoon series South Park in which Cartman – a very naughty boy – gets an Amazon Alexa. Like a colonial overlord, the ’toon hoon proceeds to order around Alexa in language replete with insults, abuse and sexual innuendo.

This is a lightbulb moment. Instead of moving towards a utopian future based on equity, we’re reinforcing stereotypes around women and girls being the ones to fetch the tea and scones. I have form in this area: my memoir, The Good Girl Stripped Bare, rails against this demeaning treatment. We see this trope time and again in the mass media, local communities and even under our own roofs. And it has a wider significance.

Now, I’m no spring chicken, having worked as a journalist since – well, roughly – the early Cro-Magnon era. Much of my work is centred on the inequities faced by women and people from marginalised communities. I write newspaper columns and work on documentaries about everything from the Me Too movement to domestic violence in Uganda and gendercide in India.

It’s heartening to see courageous communities around the world rising up and fighting back. Witness the Woman, Life, Freedom protests in Iran in response to the death in custody of Mahsa Amini, arrested for not wearing the hijab properly. Or the brave women in Afghanistan, taking to the streets after the Taliban banned girls and women from going to secondary schools and universities. The worldwide Women’s March in 2017, and the Black Lives Matter movement.

I’ve always been a glass half-full kinda gal. At the end of speeches, I’ve often quoted the great Martin Luther King Jr: ‘The arc of the moral universe is long, but it bends toward justice.’ Nowadays, however, I’m not so sure that justice will prevail. My ‘spidey senses’ are tingling. I have a premonition of a fifth Horseman of the Apocalypse accompanying War, Conquest, Famine and Death. New technologies have the potential to worsen existing inequalities, sending us back to the Dark Ages.

After issuing Taj with a stern ‘No’, I walk him to the school bus stop. But I can’t stop thinking about the implications of misogyny being embedded into these machines. Does this mean they’re beset with other types of bigotry? Are racist, homophobic, ableist, transphobic and ageist attitudes also evident in the chatbots populating our homes?

So begins six years of research that almost kills me. From my keyboard in Australia I virtually traverse the continents from the Americas to Africa, tracing the constellation of technologies known as artificial intelligence. Put simply, AI is an umbrella term for machines which simulate human intelligence. Ultimately I’m on a mission to identify the villains: an antipodean Miss Marple, from the famed Agatha Christie novels. Minus the racism, of course.

Any fan of crime fiction wants to know ‘whodunnit’. It’s the same with AI. Who’s building this beast? What can we do to mitigate its damage? And which organisations will be held to account? Actually, will anyone be held to account? At least in Mary Shelley’s classic work of horror, Frankenstein realises the error of his ways before dying while fleeing from his monster. A related question is whether we, too, are culpable. After all, we’re feeding this creature with our never-ending list of wants and needs.

This issue is wildly complex. As a 55-year-old woman, I’m far from being a ‘digital native’ – more like a digital newbie – so it’s like learning an entirely new language. Once we translate the tech-speak, we need to look back to antiquity, and ahead into the realms of science fiction. Writing this book is a labour of love: for the sake of our daughters, our sons, and humanity itself. No-one wants girls facing a future where they’re considered inferior to boys; nor is it desirable to stereotype boys into rigid gender roles. And where do gender diverse children fit into this picture?

What I learn during my six-year odyssey changes my feminism forever. I begin by focusing on service bots in a feminised form. Over time, I discover automated soap dispensers that only work for white hands; so-called ‘smart homes’ trapping people with disabilities inside; and over-50s being refused medical help because, ‘Computer says no’. I finish with the strong conviction that intersectional bias is being built into the machines running our futures. Consequently, our activism must be focused at the confluence of technology, race, gender, age, sexuality and disability.

Two-thirds of the way through the writing process, I’m struck down with long COVID. My health hangs by a thread. Attending back-to-back medical appointments for a year deepens my experience of bias within this ‘fraternity’: every single specialist I encounter is a white man. I’m certainly not blaming them individually. Some are extremely skilled and knowledgeable. But we view illness and treatment through different lenses.

Long COVID is experienced by twice as many women as men, according to the largest study of the condition to date.1 Some of its symptoms are similar to myalgic encephalomyelitis, also known as chronic fatigue syndrome. ME/CFS was dismissed for decades as being ‘all in your head, little lady!’ or just some form of ‘yuppie flu’. To think of historical medical bias being exacerbated by technology at scale is terrifying.

Conversely, artificial intelligence could save millions of lives. Machine learning, which is a subset of AI, can screen medical images, predict cancer and triage patients in emergency departments. Here’s a personal example: more than 20 years ago, my beloved mother, Marcia, died from pancreatic cancer. The same disease later killed her father, my grandad ‘Gunga’. It was a privilege to care for each of them towards the end of their lives.

Nowadays, my sister and I can take a simple genetic test to determine whether we carry this gene. In fact, I’m scheduled to do this next month. The test results will be crunched by an algorithm. If I carry the gene, I’ll be able to modify lifestyle factors to reduce the risk. This might mean giving up the grog, more’s the pity.

However, if bias is within the datasets or algorithm, the results will be tainted. The fact is this: all technology is biased because all humans are biased. Stereotypes comfort us in an ever-changing world. They allow our brains to make decisions quickly. This is incredibly helpful on the savannah while being chased by a tiger; it’s not so helpful in the modern workplace.

People in tech – from the designers to the programmers and the billionaires running the show – insert their beliefs, attitudes and bigotry into their creations. Much like Frankenstein does into his creature. These innovations are supposed to make our lives easier. Spoiler alert: they don’t. Instead, they’re reinforcing the mistakes of the past. Actually, it’s worse. They’re amplifying inequity. Bias is a little like the COVID-19 virus: without interventions to flatten its trajectory, it replicates at speed. There are no masks, vaccines or ventilation to curb the spread of the bias bug.

This becomes obvious during a dinner to celebrate the Australian Financial Review 100 Women of Influence Awards at Sydney Town Hall. I bump into Dr Nicky Ringland, a fellow category winner. Dr Ringland has a brain the size of a small planet and is easy to spot with her shock of blue hair. I feel like an imposter being here: Nicky is an entrepreneur and a computational linguist who conducts outreach programs for kids. She’s a Superstar of STEM – part of an initiative by Science & Technology Australia to smash gender assumptions in science, technology, engineering and mathematics, and provide role models for the next generation.

Fortunately, Nicky’s also wonderfully down-to-earth, bouncing on her heels as she explains the challenges with ‘big data’. Full disclosure: until this point, I’ve pretended to know what this expression means. For a long time, I’ve dropped it into discussions to sound more intelligent. (I rarely succeed.) Nicky is now a technology product manager, and – in her snippets of spare time – works on Tech Inc, a not-for-profit organisation teaching and mentoring people from underrepresented groups.

‘The tech companies are all using texts from the 70s and 80s,’ she tells me.

‘What do you mean by texts?’ I ask. ‘Like books?’

It’s a relief Nicky is adept at describing these concepts to children. ‘Exactly right,’ she replies. ‘To train robots they feed them data, like words, images and videos. This is how they learn about the world. The problem is that in books from that era, every doctor is a “he” and every nurse is a “she”.’

I’m having an epiphany. The baby bias, which is born in the algorithm created by the programmer, becomes a troublesome teenager through what’s called ‘machine learning’. It seems old-school bigotry is new again. Over time, the robots become increasingly biased, like white supremacists going down the rabbit hole of conspiracy theory websites.

Around this time, I’m asked to facilitate a most unusual discussion in the glorious grounds of one of Sydney’s historic mansions. The topic centres on the ethics of sex with robots. To be honest, this isn’t something I’ve given much thought to, aside from while watching Ryan Gosling in Blade Runner 2049.

In the real world, the overwhelming majority of bots are built in the female form, an extension of the madonna–whore dichotomy: either servile voice assistants or full-bodied sex toys. The great institutions of society – the justice system and governments – can’t keep up with legislation to regulate the use of this technology, which raises salient questions. Is it rape if the robot doesn’t consent? Can it be called sexual assault if the bot merely represents the female form? Or is there a place for automatons that can improve the quality of life for people who are elderly or living with disabilities? After all, sex is one of our basic physiological needs.

These ideas might appear esoteric. They certainly do to me, before these eye-opening conversations. But pernicious algorithms – and androids of all shapes and sizes – surround you from the moment you wake up in the morning to the time your head hits the pillow at night. As unsuspecting humans, we’re propelled by forces beyond our control.

This doesn’t mean that artificial intelligence is inherently evil. But it’s still capable of killing us all. Even Elon Musk is scared. AI could be used to create ‘an immortal dictator from which we could never escape’, the tech billionaire says in the 2018 documentary, Do You Trust This Computer? ‘If AI has a goal and humanity just happens to be in the way, it will destroy humanity as a matter of course without even thinking about it.’

It’s time for a short and sharp review of the past few hundred years. From the late eighteenth century, successive industrial revolutions alter the course of history. The first Industrial Revolution, from the mid-1700s, introduces steam power. Beginning in 1870, the second sees the mass production of electricity. One hundred years later, electronics and information technology herald the start of the third Industrial Revolution. Artificial intelligence and data are the main drivers of the fourth.

The broad adoption of AI is as revolutionary as the invention of electricity. That’s why I’m not anti-tech, per se. In fact, saying you’re anti-tech is like saying you’re anti-air, anti-water or anti-housing. We can’t survive without it. Technology now has a place in Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, the psychological theory explaining what motivates human behaviour. Nor do I have a set against artificial intelligence or machine learning. This specific technology, which will guide our future, could create a utopia with more leisure time, a healthier population and a fairer society. It might even reduce and perhaps reverse the devastating impacts of climate change.

But if you believe it’s all ‘sweetness and light’, I have a lovely opera house in Sydney to sell you. There’s a clear and present danger that we’re heading towards a dystopia marked by authoritarian governments, mass unemployment and poverty, and digitally entrenched inequality.

Like cigarettes in the past, technology is touted as a cure-all, must-have prestige product, which should be firmly attached to your hand. How often do you see people sitting alone with their thoughts these days? Pondering the wonders of the universe? Daydreaming about their desires, hopes and fears? Instead, we’re always hunched over our electronic toys. Imagine these masses of metal, plastic and wires becoming sentient. This is occurring through artificial intelligence, as our expensive playthings morph into our masters.

So what do the experts think? Well, to say they’re worried is an understatement. In the words of Ghanaian-American-Canadian computer scientist Dr Joy Buolamwini, the founder of the Algorithmic Justice League: ‘By the time we wake up, it’s almost too late.’

I hope this book will join the canon of works identifying upcoming catastrophes and providing meaningful solutions. These include Invisible Women: Exposing Data Bias in a World Designed for Men by Caroline Criado Perez; The Smart Wife: Why Siri, Alexa, and Other Smart Home Devices Need a Feminist Reboot by Yolande Strengers and Jenny Kennedy; and Sex, Race and Robots – How to Be Human in the Age of AI by Ayanna Howard. In the interests of transparency, I don’t consider myself to be in the same universe as these luminaries. The majority of books in this area are written by academics and technologists. As a journo from the typewriter days, I’m merely a conduit between the dense research and what it means for you.

However, before we try to tackle the problem, we must understand where artificial intelligence exists in the everyday. We encounter AI every time we search for a product using Google or ride a ‘smart elevator’ in a city building. To explain how it’s invading our lives, a group of ethical artificial intelligence experts in Australia has developed a timeline based on a single parent named Emmanuelle. This is from the group’s website, aptly called SurvivAI:


6.00 am: Emmanuelle wakes up to an alarm using sleep performance metrics. I wear a Garmin watch to check my overnight health stats. But it seems sleep is considered ‘performative’ these days.

6.05 am: She turns off Mubert, a music platform created by artificial intelligence to enhance sleep. Believe it or not, lullabies created by machines are often technically better than those crafted by composers.

6.30 am: Time to do some stretches to prepare for the day. Emmanuelle does a 20-minute workout based on a yoga app that records her stats against fellow practitioners. Yoga is supposed to be non-competitive, but who am I to judge?

6.50 am: Emmanuelle checks her work emails using Spark, an app that automatically organises her inbox into sections such as Personal, News, Notifications and Seen. Didn’t we used to be able to sort this ourselves? Or am I sounding like a curmudgeon?

7.00 am: The kids are woken by A.I. Awake, an alarm clock with a conversational robot. I imagine it whispers stuff like, ‘I’m coming to kill you in your sleep’. Yes, I read far too many dystopian future novels.

7.10 am: Emmanuelle starts to make school lunches. The fridge notifies her which supplies are low. Seriously, fridges should have an alarm that blares when a teenager puts an empty milk container back in the door. Again.

7.20 am: She checks the forecast for the day using a weather app, then seeks clothing recommendations from Style by Alexa. Are humans losing the ability to dress for the weather conditions?

7.30 am: One of the kids checks how late the school bus is running via a real-time app. This, I like. Thank you, robot overlords.

8.15 am: Arriving at work, the car notes telematics from the journey. This is a digital blueprint covering every aspect of the car’s functionality. Artificial intelligence is revolutionising the automotive industry; soon, we won’t need to drive at all.

8.30 am–5.00 pm: Every day is saturated with exposure to artificial intelligence, from video conferencing to shared work platforms and smartphones. Even the office coffee machine is monitored by an app to optimise its operation.

5.30 pm: Emmanuelle sends a video to a group of girlfriends through Deep Nostalgia, which uses AI to turn your old images into short videos, adding head and eye movements. However, this tech is creepy when used to bring dead relatives ‘back to life’.

5.45 pm: Our hypothetical heroine goes to the grocery store and buys items at the automated checkout. Don’t you love how automation makes us work harder while paying for the privilege? There’s the added bonus of countless job losses.

7.00 pm: Via the Nest app, the ideal ambience is set for the home’s lighting, heating, and music before dinner. Nest is terrific until someone hacks into it, stealing money from your bank accounts via connected mobile devices.

8.00 pm: Exhausted but perpetually running, Emmanuelle opens Google to help the kids with their homework. These moments increase our emotional attachment to Big Tech, despite the villainous role it plays in widening the disparity between rich and poor.

8.30 pm: Preparing for the next day, she checks the online school app, before paying the bills and doing online banking. Yes, it’s convenient. But we’re putting people out of work by conforming to the mass automation plans of the corporate giants.

9.45 pm: She stays logged on to book a table at a restaurant for the weekend, while simultaneously scouring job advertisements. Behind many of these ads are algorithms that discriminate against women, people of colour, older folk and anyone living with a disability.

10.30 pm: To wind down, Emmanuelle reads a crime thriller on Kindle, based on automated suggestions. Outsourcing thinking contributes to the ‘siloing’ of opinions around the world, which cements outdated gender and racial stereotypes.

11.20 pm: Phew! Finally, she sets her sleep app alarm and goes to bed.



This appears to be a scene from the near future. But it’s happening every day, right around the world. ‘So what?’ you might think. ‘These devices reduce our mental load. It’s a utopia, not a dystopia! Who wouldn’t want a robot slave?’ Unfortunately, this is short-term gain for long-term pain. The same technology is operating our cars, schools and hospitals. It’s making decisions about who should get a job, home loan or ventilator – and who shouldn’t. The robots know so much about us, they can determine who lives or dies.

Most are being built by a small gaggle of middle-class white men based in Silicon Valley. When you’re playing God, it’s tempting to create your own games. Like, say, world domination. These boys really love their toys. As a result, dangerous anthropomorphic creatures are rampaging across the globe, unshackled by regulation, legislation or – often – consternation.

This is not a rant against individual men. Obviously, the patriarchy is a structure. So too, intersectional discrimination. This sits at the heart of the AI revolution. The history of this technology is studded with the achievements of privileged men, while women are relegated to supportive roles.

A note about gender in this book: when I write the word ‘woman’, I mean people who, regardless of their sex at birth, identify as a woman. Obviously, ‘man’ should be read as someone identifying as a man. While I’ve given a brief rundown on the main terms used in the book, I’ve also included a handy glossary at the end for your reference. I’ve also tried to throw in a few life rafts, to save us from drowning in a sea of acronyms.

Speaking of notes, fellow grammar nerds will notice this book is written predominantly in the present tense. Frankly, this topic deserves a sense of urgency. The purpose of Man-Made is to shine a light in dark places. To sort the villains from the victims. And to give you the knowledge, tools and power to push back and say, ‘Enough!’

To understand the future we must interrogate the past. The seeds of our destruction were sown many moons ago. Strap yourself in for a wild ride from the dawn of time to the future of fembots.




1 THE FOUNDING FATHERS


‘If you start believing in your greatness, it is the death of your creativity.’

Performance artist Marina Abramović



The Founding Fathers of Artificial Intelligence are a fine set of fellas. Brimming with vim and vigour; full of wit and wisdom. They deserve to be celebrated and venerated, their names shouted from the rooftops! Of course, this is a lot of rot. The allegory of these ‘fathers’ illustrates the roots of AI bias that remain firm to this day.

Ten white American men are credited with creating the most transformational technology of the past century. But do they actually achieve this lofty goal? Are they deserving of a place within the pantheon or is this the stuff of science fiction? Allow me to take you back to a time of twinsets and pearls, when men were men and women merely an afterthought.

It’s 1956 and a two-month gathering has been convened at Dartmouth College, New Hampshire. The group plans to talk about a ‘seminal’ paper co-authored by John McCarthy from Dartmouth College, Harvard University’s Marvin Minsky, Nathaniel Rochester from IBM and Claude Shannon who works at Bell Telephone Laboratories.

Appropriately, ‘seminal’ – the word used to describe this paper – derives from ‘of seed, or semen’. The proposal for the conference contains the term ‘artificial intelligence’. Following the workshop, it becomes a research discipline – at least, according to media articles. These men are worshipped as gods on earth.

It’s time to do some myth-busting. The truth is that artificial intelligence was not conceived, nor discovered, by these ten men. And the event at Dartmouth was, frankly, a dog’s breakfast.

Back in the mid-50s, attendance at the workshop is by invitation. Of course, only men are invited. To be fair, Marvin Minsky’s wife, paediatrician Gloria Rudisch Minsky MD, and their part-beagle, Senje, are also there. Gloria attends some of the sessions and comes in handy when the boys want their photos taken. I’m willing to bet she also makes a mean cup of coffee: ‘White with one. There’s a good girl.’

You may have heard of Marvin Minsky. He’s remembered as an intolerant chap who wanted to replace the human mind, to him merely ‘a meat machine’. Receiving the prestigious Turing Award at the zenith of his career, Minsky has been lauded as a genius. But I prefer to remember him in his later years. Minsky was named by Virginia Giuffre (then Roberts) in her 2016 deposition accusing sex offender Jeffrey Epstein of trafficking her while underage in the early 2000s. Giuffre said she was directed to have sex with Minsky when he visited Epstein’s compound in the US Virgin Islands. Another witness testifies in the deposition that she’d seen Virginia Giuffre on a private plane with Minsky in 2001: at the time, Giuffre’s 17 years of age; he’s 73.1

Now let’s look at the conference through a wide-angle lens. The 1950s are remembered for their ‘relaxed and comfortable’ images of white nuclear families, to purloin the words of former Australian prime minister John Howard. But there are signs of change. This era witnesses the rise of Martin Luther King Jnr as a key Black civil rights leader. In 1956, the US Supreme Court rules segregation on buses violates the constitution, following the famous protest by Rosa Parks. And in Australia, the ‘marriage bar’ is finally lifted for women employed in education. (Women are capable of working after being married. Who knew?)

Within this social context, the men at the Dartmouth AI conference appear to be outliers – misfits – stuck in a stuffy and cloistered part of the academic landscape. Children with their fingers stuck in their ears chanting ‘La, la, la, la, la!’, pretending to ignore the progress unfolding before their very eyes.

Really, Dartmouth is like a summer camp for geeky grown-ups. The adult version of American Pie Presents: Band Camp without the infamous flute scene. Actually, this is an assumption. Given Minsky’s alleged predilections, who knows what goes on behind closed doors? What we do know is most of the men don’t spend the whole two months there. Some who say they’ll come don’t turn up at all. People meander in and out at leisure.

When you think of monumental events in science, you might picture naturalist Charles Darwin addressing the Linnean Society on his theory of evolution, chemist Marie Curie discovering radium and polonium, or biologist Rachel Carson releasing her book Silent Spring, a catalyst for the environmental movement. Designating Dartmouth as a moment like this is akin to putting on a blindfold and playing ‘Pin the Tail on the Timeline’: it’s entirely arbitrary. The organisers would probably admit this to be true. There’s no sense at the time that it should be preserved for posterity. John McCarthy loses the list of attendees. Later, an incomplete list of those attending is handwritten on a piece of paper.

Tech historian Daniel Crevier refers to it as ‘an informal gathering’ in his 1983 book AI: The Tumultuous History of the Search for Artificial Intelligence. It’s so informal that under the name ‘Richard Shoulder’ is written ‘Shoulder’s friend’. (Who on earth is this? Collar bone? Bicep?) The aim is to establish a framework for the academic exploration of ‘thinking machines’, but that doesn’t happen either. The scientists are too wrapped up in their individual projects and show little interest in founding a new academic discipline.

James Moor, director of the 2006 Dartmouth Artificial Intelligence Conference: The Next Fifty Years (AI@50), puts it best. Writing a summary in the same year for AI Magazine, Moor says that at the end: ‘There was no agreement on a general theory of the field and in particular on a general theory of learning. The field of AI was launched not by agreement on methodology or choice of problems or general theory, but by the shared vision that computers can be made to perform intelligent tasks.’

Wow. Mind blown. Memo, fellas: this isn’t new at all.

The idea of machines or automatons that move and think like humans goes back to antiquity, and the modern realisation predates Dartmouth by more than a decade. As Distinguished Professor Genevieve Bell, director of the School of Cybernetics at the Australian National University, points out in 2021 in ‘Touching the Future’, an essay for the Griffith Review: ‘while AI might have been named and claimed in 1956, much of its intellectual agenda had earlier roots in conversations that started in the 1940s.’

Why does this matter? Well, stories like this are infuriating. Myths about the greatness of select men permeate our history. Deification leads to an aura of invincibility. Conferring divine status on mere mortals inevitably results in disaster. Ego, pride and vanity will eventually destroy humanity. Tracing this historical arc is crucial to understanding the mess we’re in today.

I’m not the only one mightily pissed off. Several tech historians accuse the conference convenors of grossly underestimating the difficulty of the project. Gee, ya think? File that under Special Subject: The Bleeding Obvious. Many of the shortcomings of artificial intelligence are due to the blinkered approach adopted by these ‘Founding Fathers’. They failed to position artificial intelligence within a wider social context.

I email Bell to explore this further. She reminds me that the senior leaders at Dartmouth are from industry, like IBM. Other funders include the RAND Corporation, ‘part of the broader US defence ecosystem’. They aren’t interested in messy conversations about humanity or divergent points of view. ‘AI was always and already about commercial interests,’ Bell writes.

Their narrow view is also due to the dire lack of diversity. But the homogenisation runs deeper than gender, culture, race, age, sexual orientation or disability. The conference isn’t an interdisciplinary event. With the exception of Herbert A. Simon – a political scientist, economist and cognitive psychologist – nearly all the attendees are computer scientists. They think of artificial intelligence in terms of advancing technology and saving money for business. There’s no focus on the possibilities for social improvement, nor any potential negative consequences.

This is like a group of economists meeting during a global pandemic without involving doctors, nurses or medical researchers. (Oh, crap: that pretty much sums up 2022. Slow clap for politicians saying, ‘Nothing to see here. Move along!’) Humans have a rich history of putting dollars before sense. But the so-called Founding Fathers actually had a template for a more collaborative approach.

The Macy Conferences, held between 1941 and 1960, are famous for hosting anthropologists Margaret Mead and Dorothy Lee, and psychologists Julia Eisenbud and Molly Harrower. Yes, that Margaret Mead, who correctly contends that gender roles are constructed by society, not necessarily based on biology. This forms a solid platform for the work of Cordelia Fine, the British philosopher who explains the concept of ‘neurosexism’ to the world. What a fabulous faculty of feminists!

The explicit purpose of the Macy conferences is to promote meaningful communication across disciplines and restore unity to science. ‘They’re particularly concerned about the moralities of technology… and how to articulate the role of humans in the rise of computational systems,’ according to Professor Bell. Seriously, we can’t overstate their influence across the generations in the fields of psychology, neuroscience, and ‘informatics’. These conferences continue to redefine science, with a focus in 2021 on COVID-19 and medical education.

By contrast, the main achievement of Dartmouth is coining the term ‘artificial intelligence’. Jeez, fellas. You can put two words together. Creative genius right there. But this term generates controversy. Originally, John McCarthy suggests the discipline might be called ‘studies of automatons’ or ‘machine intelligence’. Enter the power of the almighty dollar. It’s decided ‘artificial intelligence’ is a catchier phrase, more likely to encourage the Rockefeller Foundation to sponsor future conferences.

This nomenclature is blamed for fuelling unrealistic expectations about the possibilities for anthropomorphising machines. As Dr David M. Burns writes in his 2020 paper Artificial Intelligence Isn’t, ‘Fortunately or unfortunately, true AI with the capacity for reasoning remains in the realm of science fiction. People should not pretend otherwise; although there are many benefits of the technology currently available, there is also real capacity for harm by using it inappropriately.’

The ‘Founding Fathers’ ultimately fail their own Turing test, the universal test for intelligence in a computer. They promise the moon and stars but ultimately deliver space junk – and, in 2018, an orbiting Tesla.

One anecdote from Dartmouth says it all about the lack of a collective approach to this technology. During Dartmouth, computer scientist Allen Newell, sociologist Herbert A. Simon and programmer J.C. Shaw of the RAND Corporation present the first programmed thinking machine, called Logic Theorist.

This is absolute proof that a machine can perform tasks previously only done by humans. Exciting, right? Perhaps even revolutionary. Now, this conference has the express intention of driving forward the discipline of artificial intelligence. Surely Logic Theorist would spark a significant buzz. What happens is the complete opposite.

When Newell, Simon, and Shaw give their presentation, it receives a ‘lukewarm response’ from the group. ‘The evidence is that nobody save Newell and Simon themselves sense the long-range significance of what they were doing,’ tech historian Pamela McCorduck writes in her 1979 history of AI, Machines Who Think.

This is nothing short of gobsmacking.

The world’s first artificial intelligence program is shown to the Founding Fathers of AI and… they miss it. This is like Einstein showing someone E=mc2 and being met with an eye-roll: ‘Meh. Mass–energy equivalence. I get it. Seen it all before. Blah, blah, blah. Can someone bring me a cup of coffee? Gloria?’

Here’s the kicker: co-creator of the Logic Theorist, Herbert A. Simon, goes on to win the A.M. Turing Award for computer science in 1975 and the Nobel Prize in Economic Sciences in 1978. But in 1956, no-one in the room listens to him because there are too many egos.

‘They didn’t want to hear from us, and we sure didn’t want to hear from them: we had something to show them!’ Simon tells Daniel Crevier for his book. ‘In a way, it was ironic because we already had done the first example of what they were after; and second, they didn’t pay much attention to it.’

I’m reminded of young boys in a sandpit, saying, ‘No, my toy is the best!’ Or, if I’m being naughty, older boys standing at a urinal saying, ‘Mine is the biggest’.

Okay, maybe I’m being a bit hard on these fellas. Dartmouth makes a significant contribution to the field of artificial intelligence. But the idea that the participants are Founding Fathers is questionable. In subsequent endeavours, they’re supported by many women – often working in coding and data processing – whose work is unrecognised. Why does this matter? Well, as the saying goes: you can’t be what you can’t see.

The TV series Star Trek provides an excellent example. The late performer Nichelle Nichols breaks new ground playing Lieutenant Uhura, inspiring many Black women to study aeronautics. She’s the subject of countless nerdy boys’ fantasies, but that’s a tale for another time. While working as an ambassador with NASA, Nichols helps recruit chemist and linguist Dr Mae Jemison to the space program. Joining NASA’s astronaut program in 1987, Dr Jemison becomes the first African American woman in space. ‘Science is not a boy’s game,’ Nichols says. ‘It’s not a girl’s game. It’s everyone’s
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