Practice what you preach Hannah Landecker

Much of our discussion ranged around something of obvious fascination to social scientists looking at technology:  the way that technical parameters or practical approaches to organizing information transfer can also function to regulate or give form to social interaction.  This is very abstract and many of the discussions were at a fairly abstract level about potential users, “freeloaders,” and so on.  However, it took very specific form in what I would call the “practice what you preach” moments, in which it became clear that research on peer-to-peer systems is also about using the technology produced in the course of research as the mode of interaction between collaborators.  A peer-to-peer system is used to distribute documents and code between researchers collaborating on peer-to-peer systems.   While this recursive structure of using what you make in order to make it better might seem intuitively obvious (you build it, why not use it), this is a very concrete example of how technical choices are also choices about how to work with others.  

There is an abstract discussion about building centralized hierarchical systems with pre-set trust relationships versus growing peer-to-peer systems with symmetric elements at the beginning of our interview.  

the way you build systems is to construct the hierarchy, where the things here depend on lower level things and there are clear well defined relationships between different entities.  Everything has a well-defined role in it and it relies on certain other components to get it done and trust works along this hierarchy too.  And the hierarchy is constructed simply by the assumption of deciding to figure the system. You map it out of drawing board.  You hire a contractor who installs all the components and arranges them and reconfigures them in figures that in this hierarchical structure.  Then it exists and you turn it on and it works. It doesn’t grow organically. It is designed.  It is artificially put together. It is constructed, whereas these peer-to-peer systems, there is no such predefined hierarchy, there is no well defined roles. In principle every entity has a completely symmetric role in the system. There are no prearranged trust relationships and that, of course, allows it to grow organically which is so interesting that allows you eventually to start a large system without putting anything into place without putting a lot of money, putting things in a place. And at the same time because of its lack of relationships, there is no point at which a governing body or an institution can exercise control.

This description, which contrasts design, artificiality, predefinition and construction against organic growth, symmetry, and lack of predefinition, is echoed in a discussion of the lab’s own collaborative relationships with others in which the workflow is described as “pretty much self-organizing.”   While observations of their own behavior as being very “peer-to-peer,” even in the sense of the spatial layout of the lab and its bean-bag furniture were often accompanied by laughter (“you didn’t have to tell them we sleep here”), and Peter describes himself as being “a little more equal,” it is clear that this is a serious approach to treating other individuals in a group in a particular way.  Everyone is a producer. 

Similarly, during another passage, it is not just the local culture of the laboratory or a collaborative group that is subject to a technical choice that is also a choice about how to make people relate to one another, but the local University community.  Peter describes a system of serverless email being used within the group, and he says that it is “more than a responsibility” to expand the user base and to convince local IT administrators at Rice to accept it.  At a slightly less literal level, Peter and his students talk about the importance of research agendas being influenced by the students’ own interests and not be fully determined from the top down, and the general importance of doing research in a context rich in feedback and exchange, because its faster and better than trying to do it alone. 

What difference does it make, to take the cliché of “practice what you preach” seriously  in computer science?  Does it have different implications for computer scientists because they are actually building tools that constrain certain types of social interaction and allow others?

