Degrees of Remove – Hannah Landecker

How close to useable, in-the-world, consumer technology to get.

Within computer science, there are many different modes of working, which range from the highly theoretical to the highly practical.  The results of this work therefore can be closer or further from a product form, which many non-computer scientist users have access to, and use to many different ends.  One of the things that seemed obvious to the interviewers was that the question of making an end-product in the form of software that could potentially be used for illegal activity would be a fraught one, that different scientists might react to very differently.  One interesting and unexpected result of the interviews with Peter was the realization that this question was too narrow to get at the many different routes that he arrives at what he calls a position that is “kind of one layer isolated from an end-user”.  The question of potential illegal uses is only one aspect of the formation of a position in the spectrum that runs from theoretical to applied work.  The question of how close to the end product to go would not simply be made on the basis of how a scientist felt about potential uses of a single application.    

The decisions that computer scientists make about what part of this spectrum to occupy are not one-time once-and-for-all decisions, but are a series of decisions large and small, perhaps not even always explicitly articulated as decisions, but as better ways to go about things.  In our discussions with Peter and his graduate students, a series of observations about this kind of positioning between the theoretical and the applied work of building new kinds of computer systems arose in the context of discussions of funding sources, entrepreneurship, pedagogy, insulation from legal entanglements, the role of industry. 

This came out strongly in the passages in which we asked why, if it was fairly trivial to take the next step from the technologies they had to something that a lot of people could use, why not take that step and produce file-sharing software?  

Instead of answering the question very directly, Peter replied with a pedagogical answer.  “This gets at two different issues here right?  For instance five years ago before this bubble bursts, you know in the stock market, this was, you know, common place especially computer science.  Probably half of the grad students here were involved in some sort of start-up company; try to commercialize some ideas they may or may not have started here. So there was certainly not anything ethically that held them back. Although I was very concerned at the time because they were not doing research, they were not finishing their Ph.D.s or not really furthering their education, not doing things that in the set of incentives that we here, have here, you know really help them in anyway.”  He discusses how grad students and faculty were caught up in the dot-com boom and computer science departments were abandoned, with some faculty too busy to do anything but show up occasionally and teach, because their attention was elsewhere.  Although Peter realized that this is not exactly what we were asking, for him it was an answer.  In a sense, he reinterpreted the narrow question as a broader one:  What are computer science professors for?

This came up in different ways in other places.  In the opening discussion of coming to work on peer-to-peer systems, although the “end-product” – specific application such as

Gnutella and Freenet – were what sparked his interest in the subject in the first place, they were too specific to be intellectually interesting.  He gives the sense that one had to be one (or several) steps back to understand the fundamental questions underlying these specific applications.  So here the position is not pedagogical or ethical but about being far away enough from end applications to be close enough to “fundamentals.”   The conversation circled back to this topic again, and Peter made the distinction between his type of work and the programmers building peer-to-peer products.  These programmers, he says, are

a sort of special-breed of mostly self taught programmers or computer scientists,  who don’t really to a large extent appreciate actually what we are trying to do, further our fundamental understanding of how these things work.  They’re focused on making their systems work today without necessarily having the desire to understand fundamentally why it works or what it means for the future, how it extends.  I think they may be driven by this desire, which is to do something that has an impact in their world.

Therefore, an interest in fundamentals is cast as a question of worlds and futures, a choice of which world to have impact on, in what time scale.   

In other places, the work of positioning is described as a balancing act between things that are interesting enough, but not so interesting that you should just hand it over to industry to do.  Passages that discuss faculty “style” in choosing defined research agendas and well-specified deliverables versus less defined research agendas are also concerned with positioning on the spectrum from theoretical to applied work.  The different factors going into positioning thus range from a responsibility to educate and be educated, to positioning in relation to industry and funding sources, to the slightly less tangible sense of fundamentals being set back and on a different time scale than applications with specific impacts now on specific types of people.  This is not simply a worry about whether or not to build something that operates in the gray zones of legality.

