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THE NOW

We have arrived at the DigoceneTM. Though it’s hard  

to date, precisely, this new era of human society is well 

underway. While we are hesitant to place an actual date, 

we put it at 23 October 2001, the launch of the first 

iPod. To be clear, all Apple did was launch a product. 

But this product is emblematic of the first, widespread, 

top to bottom re-orientation of multiple industries, 

loads of employees and jobs, the outlets for and 

expectations of artists and a host of attendant policies. 

In short, the first iPod is emblematic of a new society 

with technology at its foundation.

Whether you agree with this date or this object as signifying the Digocene 
is almost immaterial to me. What matters is that we’re in it. And we’re going 
to be in it for a good long while. Entire socio-political-economic systems are 
in flux; day to day and year to year, our societies will be marked by sustained 
volatility with punctuated moments of stability, rather than the (idyllic) 
other way around. And again, technology is at root. It’s the digitization of all 
things that is making the difference. Categories of “information” and “data” 
previously separate, are now as fungible as cash. A music file is a movie file  
is a search history record is a photo, etc.

Clearly, our lives, policies, mores, laws, institutions—like education  
and healthcare and others—either have not or are having incredible difficulty 
keeping up with the “potential” the technologies are purported to offer.  
Many things that were invisible are becoming visible; many things that were 
visible are becoming invisible. People have unprecedented access to people 

with power and at the same time are increasingly exploited by those same 
people who amass ever more power and wealth at their expense. If you’ve 
read this far, none of this is news to you.

But much of it was news to me. I am the new guy on the block. I have 
been fortunate to work with people—scientists, researchers, seekers—who 
have taught me almost everything I know. They care deeply and often and 
about almost everything. They see the invisible forces that guide lives, the 
invisible forces used to exploit and suppress and oppress; they see and 
comprehend Adam Smith’s invisible hand—and know when it’s a pat on the 
back or a fist to the face. They belong to each other; they are of the world,  
not separate from it; they understand systems are transforming; they choose 
to participate.

More than anything, they want to see their work take root and have 
impact. I suppose everyone does. And so, the phrase sounds trite and cliché 
until we focus for a moment on the phrase: “their work”. The emphasis  
is on “work” rather than “their” and it’s on the work they as social scientists 
represent broadly rather more than the specific deliverable they are providing 
to the company.

These social scientists are dedicated representatives, ambassadors—
even missionaries—of a tradition and body of work that should—indeed 
*must*—influence technology development if we are to live in a good world. 
They care, deeply, about the impacts of our technologies and the technologies 
of our industry on the lives of people. They are aware—hyper aware—that 
new technologies push on the lives of people—some for the better, some 
for the worse. They are aware—hyper aware—of socio-cultural-political-
economic bias in all decisions that are made. They are aware—super-hyper 
aware—that not everyone has power, knowledge, authority, resources—to 
make decisions freely and fend for themselves in the face of broad social 
change. They are aware they most people are powerless or have so little 
power to exercise their own agency as to be  
at the whim of “big people” and “big companies” and “big government”.

They know this and they know, as a result, they have a responsibility to 
do all they can to make Intel—or any enterprise or institution with whom they 
work—the best possible institutional citizen it can be. This is, I believe, the 
furnace that fuels their everyday efforts, that renews their desire—and even 
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their joy—at coming to work each week and that lets them stand tall and proud  
amongst their peers and to make as a strong contribution to society with their 
lives as possible. They are, in the end, aware of their privilege and as a result, 
they are aware of their responsibility. And, for many of them, it weighs more 
heavily than it shows. Moreover, they are aware of the responsibility Intel has 
to the world, whether Intel realizes it or not.

That said, the following is my work, my thoughts. They cannot be held 
accountable for my limits. The work that follows is my take on a stance,  
a countenance, a set of design constraints that I argue we “in the synthetic” 
must consider actively when we are designing products, services, businesses, 
institutions and systems. I don’t have specific answers. I just don’t. Well, I have 
some, for sure. But the point is that together, we must have many. But more 
than anything, I think we need to begin reorienting how we think about design 
and the technologies.

We can invent anything. 

Repeat: We. Can. Invent. Anything. 

What we invent matters.
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THE BACKGROUND

Then, in a fit of dubious productivity and unable to repress the urge,  
I made a matrix. Here is the original:

I listed the countries across the top, the “words” along the column. 
(In the process, I made all the words into verbs. It’s a predilection of mine. 
Nouns are far less interesting to me than verbs. Movement, change, pace.) 
Moving from cell to cell, I asked myself a simple question: Did I learn about 
<this word> by visiting this <this place>; for example, in the first cell:  
Did I learn about <fear> by visiting Nepal? If I could think of something  
I learned about <fear> in <Nepal>, I marked an x in the cell and if not, an o.  
I just did it. I marched column by column across each row until I completed  
all 352 cells.

Then I looked at this massive “tic-tac-toe” chart and just stared at it.  
I didn’t put the countries or the words in any order—just the order I thought 
of them in. Clearly, I learned more from some places than from others and  
I learned more about some things than others.

This book is about what this chart means to me. It’s a personal 
reflection on 20 years of doing social science work at Intel Corporation,  
on the value of social science in industry, and on what that work has meant 
to me and what I’ve learned about myself in the process and why I think 
social science needs to be far more prevalent and relevant to society  
and industry.

Unable to read my electronic book once the door closed, I happened 
to start thinking about all the countries I’ve been to and the pain in getting 
there mixed with the pleasure of actually being there. For some reason,  
I also started thinking about words associated with different places. Words 
that reflected things I learned or felt as I thought about each place. I took 
out my notebook (paper) and made a list of these words—violence, fear, 
progress, breathe, choice, belong, adapt, listen, depend, peripheral, care, 
curious, achieve, provide, connect, struggle, peace, pilgrimage, determined, 
ethos, health, education, production, authentic, transform, innovation, 
imagine, dedication.

I was bored and confined to a small seat on a large 

plane with an even larger person next to me.  

Given my million+ miles, you’d think by now I’d be 

appropriately cowed to the incivility of the air travel 

processes of getting to the airport and on the  

plane—which are, by the way, very much like cows 

being lead to slaughter—the latter, perhaps more 

humane since Temple Grandin’s had a go at it. Instead,  

I am increasingly put-off and -out by the whole affair.
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I make no claims to objectivity in this book. It is part memoir, part 
analysis, part synthesis and it’s all my own point of view. Borne out  
of boredom, I hope it’s not boring. My goal is to offer the nascent social 
scientist a view, a path, a perspective on what it takes—what it’s really  
going to take—for social science and social scientists to claim the broad 
position of extraordinary relevance that I believe is warranted and needed 
but as yet unattained.

I believe we face extraordinary choices in the next 25 to 50 years. 
Choices about the kinds of technologies we invent, the kinds of products 
we build, the types of systems and institutions we encourage and enable. 
As the various “things” we’ve known, loved and to which we’ve become 
very accustomed convert to digital form—books, movies, money, 
identities, friendships, etc.—there’s significant potential for an astonishing 
redistribution of social power.

We can choose to build technologies that further centralize power  
or ones that distribute social power. We can choose to build technologies 
that encourage and enhance existing local, national and global hierarchies 
or technologies that enable broader, networked societies that rely  
less on hierarchy and more on connections. We can choose to build 
technologies that encourage global cooperation or ones that encourage 
further balkanization. 

Social science and social scientists understand these choices.  
They understand the human systems implicated in and impacted by the 
technology choices we make. We must actively choose to become relevant.  
It won’t just happen. This book is a personal look borne of experience  
at what that might mean to you. 
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BELONG

I was a dorky kid. Awkward. Weird looking. My father insisted that 
we have crew-cuts—in the 70’s when everyone else had long hair. I wore 
glasses from a young age when it was less fashionable and certainly less 
common such that “four eyes” was a common taunt. I had braces. Not the 
modern kind either. They didn’t do much. My teeth, though strong, are not 
well organized.

In retrospect, though I certainly wasn’t conscious of it at the time,  
I figured out pretty quickly what I had to do to not be ostracized any more 
than was socially necessary—or even warranted, given my assets coming 
into the new place and the prevailing “lord of the flies” social structures  
of the time. Turns out quiet listening and clever school work helped out; 
being on the quieter side meant that at least I didn’t inadvertently add fuel 
to the fire by augmenting my already substantial assets.

Some years ago, I was in the midst of some field work in Kenya. 
Mohammed and I were working to understand something about  
“flows”—flows of money, goods, buses, animals, sentiment, feelings, 
anything that moved. We were following the trade routes that came from  
the Arabian Peninsula into the port at Mombasa and West through Kenya 
and into Uganda.

Mombasa, on the coast, is an area with a significant Muslim population. 
We connected with a group of men, bought a goat as a gift to break the 
Friday fast (it was Ramadan) and shared the dinner. They invited even me, 
a non-Muslim, into the Mosque to share in the prayers and the meal making 
me—so clearly not one of them—feel very welcome.

Later, we were sitting outside in a public square, near the coast. There 
were about 12 of us. Families were walking by. The men were talking to each 
other. It’s one thing to be in the US during Ramadan. It’s another thing to be 
in a predominantly Muslim country or district when everyone is participating. 
It’s clear, by their actions, by the upside-down-turning-of-time, who 
“belongs” and who doesn’t.

Mohammed was engaged in discussion. I stood out in many ways: my 
hair, face, clothes and shoes—pretty much everything you could see—stood 
in stark contrast to everyone else around me. This was not a safari-tourist 
destination. I sat quietly.

When we were done, we were walking back to our hotel and talking 
about the day, what we’d learned, how it felt, etc. At one point, Mohammed 
said: “You have an incredible ability to be invisible.”

To this day, it remains one of the best compliments about my work I’ve 
ever received. He knew what he was saying. And he was right. I can oft times 
go unnoticed when I want to; I can blend. I can’t change my face, but  
I’m not tall, so I don’t “stand out”—well, not in most places. On the subway 
in Korea, I could see from one end of the packed train car to the other;  
no such luck on a similarly packed car in the London Underground. I can 
adapt my posture, my bearing, and my movements. I can modulate my voice,  
the noise I make walking or moving. I can be very quiet, managing my 
footfalls, how I turn a page, pick up or set down a utensil. When I need to,  
I wear quiet clothes, simple shoes that slip on and off with ease. I can take 
off my glasses when I need to and get around, although things are a bit 
blurry. I can remove my wedding ring if I have to and I don’t wear a watch 
typically. My “bag” is a simple affair, sometimes nothing more than a plastic 
grocery bag, certainly nothing “professional”.

I moved around a lot as a child. I wasn’t part of a 

military family or anything like that either, which means 

that as I moved around, I was the only one moving 

around. In each case, as I moved from rural New 

Jersey—yes, there are rural parts of New Jersey—to 

Puerto Rico, to Manhattan and back to rural New Jersey 

and then to a different part of rural New Jersey—I 

changed towns, schools, family relations and friends.
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It’s about being present, but not being apparent and certainly not 
drawing attention to me. In many ways, it’s obviously about creating—even 
if for a short time—a sense—a temporary illusion—that “I belong here”— 
or at least subduing any immediate sense of “he doesn’t belong here”. Think 
about it this way: it’s completely the opposite of American (or German!) 
tourists whose presence screams from the moment they get off a plane, boat 
or train: “Pay attention to me now. Feed me”.

In many ways, when I’m “in the field”, I’m not me, per se. I’m me,  
the ethnographer with a job to do. I’m a different person, differently open, 
differently engaged, differently observant. It’s incredibly liberating in many 
ways. I don’t have to worry about if “I’m making a good impression” or  
if “they like me”, per se. But I’m not someone else, either. I’m not someone  
I’m not. I’m still me—me with a job to do, me who learned through my youth 
to appear invisible enough to, at the least, create the illusion of “belonging 
by default”.

For the people I’ve visited in everyplace I’ve been, it seems there’s 
been an undercurrent of “belonging”, of “being a part of”. It comes in many 
different varieties and scales. I am inclined, as I write this, to look at all 
forms of “digital networking” as variations on “belonging”, on the feeling  
of and perhaps even the need to “be a part of”.

In Nepal, as in India, as individuals are born, they are identified with 
particular castes, which in turn indicate your role and status in society,  
with lower castes living particularly difficult and circumscribed lives. As  
a visitor, I am outside the system—I am caste free and I am, mostly, free  
of any caste strictures. In Nepal, in particular, a foreigner is often considered 
a “returning avatar”, and is treated most hospitably. And yet, lower caste 
individuals are not accorded nearly the latitude and privileges I am as  
a foreigner in terms of where I eat, whose house I can go into, what I can 
touch, who can touch me, etc.

Bal Joshi, the owner of the company Thamel.com, born into a very high 
caste family and educated in the US, came to see the caste system with 
different eyes. In his company, headquartered in Kathmandu, he hired people 
of all castes, and for his delivery personnel, he put only their first names on 
their badges—not their “family” name that would identify their caste—and 
in this way, they are able to enter homes of the clients—regardless of caste.  

If the clients knew, they’d be aghast. Bal’s inclusive, but subversive act 
created a much stronger sense of “belonging” for all members of his 
company. The delivery people were clearly in on the act as well, and 
appreciated Bal’s open-minded and action-oriented nature.

Moreover, Bal’s intent in starting Thamel.com was to “give back”  
to Nepal. He recognized his privilege, his access to knowledge and resources 
both in and out of Nepal. He and many of his cohort are putting into action 
their sense of duty—the sense that they belong to Nepal and Nepal  
needs them. And they who have seen so much of the rest of the world need 
to belong to a more modern, more advantaged Nepal.

In the Basque Country and Korea, they reveled in identifying themselves 
as Basque and Korean respectively, although their definitions of such differ. 
Basques consider you Basque if you speak it, regardless of how you came 
about it. Koreans consider you Korean if your ancestors are Korean; you 
cannot become “Korean” just by speaking.

What’s striking to me is that what it means to belong was part of what 
people did to encourage, support and sustain the belonging. The Basque’s 
“cultural initiatives”, specifically those to encourage the Basque language 
among any and all who lived there—whether ancestrally from the Basque 
Country or those who arrived during the migrations from Southern Spain 
during Franco’s tenure—opened a space for many to “belong” to the larger 
community. (Basque is notoriously difficult to learn and had no known  
connection to other languages.) One can attend school taught in only Basque, 
bilingual in Spanish and Basque or only Spanish, with many choosing one  
of the first two.

Koreans, whose own name for their country translates as “One People”, 
have relied on a strong sense of cultural and ethnic identity to collectively 
raise the educational and economic power of the country, to compete 
against their former oppressors (Japan) and to maintain and enhance 
an incredibly strong diaspora across the globe. Belonging to a church—
Christian or Buddhist—is more than just their “Sunday” religion extending 
into many aspects of ongoing life. Belonging to a company is also more than  
a 9 to 5 job, tallying up long—l o n g—hours at work or with co-workers 
year in and year out.

India, Vietnam, China—these countries are working their collective 
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asses off to belong to the economically powerful, intellectually respected, 
athletically capable nations on the planet. Their collective need to belong 
almost outstrips much that I would see as common sense. And yet,  
they proceed in their own ways, relentlessly, inexorably. In many ways it 
transcends who they are as people, as a nation becoming a part of their 
identity: To be Vietnamese means to belong to the wider group of nations,  
to have standing.

In every situation, to belong means to take some collective action 
toward some common goal. I think that’s what’s meaningful to me. It strikes 
me that it’s somewhat obvious, of course. For example, Durkheim, the 
famous and influential sociologist suggested that society gives people  
a sense of belonging, which in turn promotes their contributions to society.  
I think that’s not enough; I think it’s too passive, I think it’s too limited,  
I think it’s not reflective of today’s world.

I think we’re entering a time when it’s increasingly possible to choose 
actively and continuously to belong to whatever collective—or collectives—
we wish. I think that’s what I’m seeing in through the years and the people 
and the places. And if choosing to belong to a group suggests potential 
future action, then it follows that it’s important to make that choice,  
to choose to belong, if, indeed, action is required.

For example, if people need to take action on recycling—they need 
to make changes in their own habits that take more energy to “throw 
something away”—to what collective should they belong to do it? Up until 
now, they’ve perhaps had to belong to “the earth”. But the earth is not  
a collective; the earth is a planet. Or, perhaps they are shamed into action. 
Anthony Kwame Appiah talks about shame as a significant motivator for 
social change—shame being what eventually ended dueling in England.  
And though shame might be a fine tool to end dueling, or as Appiah 
suggests, child trafficking, shame seems both too coercive for recycling 
or reducing energy use while also not eliciting further, positive, emergent 
actions, which is what it means to belong.

So we have a challenge of design. The question then is how to design  
a system such that people choose to belong and are subsequently  
engaged to take action. Think about it this way: one joins Facebook; one 
doesn’t choose to belong to Facebook or even to one’s friends on Facebook.  

The difference, from my point of view, is in action, specifically in action that 
collectively advances the whole. It’s collective, commensurate, aligned  
and non-coercive actions that are required for global cohesion and progress.

Today, we are at a crossroads or a tipping point in the history of the 
planet where unlike in the past where your society was chosen for you (like 
your parents), a very large plurality of the planet now has the wherewithal  
to choose those “societies” to which they wish to belong. Moreover, they  
can choose to belong to multiple societies, crossing many boundaries.

This sense of choice, on the whole, is new to the world. Collectively, 
we don’t know how to make the choices to belong, per se. Moreover, I don’t 
believe we have the tools to enact those choices and free the bonds of  
local geography, family, clan, religion, nationality, ethnicity, race, etc.  
These are not choices of belonging most people make for themselves; these 
are choices other people make for you. I think it’s time to flip this equation.

We should be designing and constructing new societies that run on  
and with and through the digital technologies that are becoming increasingly 
relevant and prevalent in our lives. We should recognize the world is 
changing, that some old ways are not preservable, and that some traditions 
must change. Why do we need national borders? Why do we need this 
institution or that? What would it mean to truly be a “global” citizen, a citizen 
in good standing with rights to be present anywhere on the planet? What 
sort of system would enable that? What sort of system would reverse the 
notion of “the passport”, such that rights to move about the planet are the 
baseline condition and only revoked for cause or causes to be determined?

What sort of systems and technologies and data enable people who 
form an entire supply chain to belong to a movement to conserve resources 
throughout the manufacturing process—from design to delivery to discard—
and not just at the point of “throwing it away”—what would “open” the  
lines of sight and understanding for factory workers in one country to belong  
to the greater collective along with the designers and business managers  
in another?

Social science has largely been about description, about describing 
what is, why things work they way they do. It’s also largely been about 
critique, identifying the hidden patterns and often the hidden insidiousness 
of institutions and social structures in general. Social science has largely 
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stood apart from the action and social scientists have largely been separated 
from the decisions.

We also need to choose to belong to society and take actions to design 
technologies, products, collectives, institutions, etc. such that we enable 
new ways to belong to each other, to belong to a collective—indeed, 
collectives—to causes and initiatives and groups whose actions are greater 
than those of any individual.
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WORK

It’s an interesting form of conversation. There were about 5 of us—
three of us who spoke the local language (which happened to be Hindi in this 
village) and two of us who didn’t. So, there are always at least two dialogues 
happening at the same time—one in Hindi and one in English. And since 
it’s “my” interview, I do get to select the “line” I want to pursue; at least in 
theory. But that doesn’t mean the rest of the group is compelled to pursue 
that line. It’s a dance, a partner swapping reel, where eventually, with time 
and patience, you get to the discussion you need or want to have. But the 
dance to get there is both entertaining and illuminating.

So, if you count the thirty of them, it wasn’t as if everyone was taking 
turns talking. This is clearly one of those times when I am sure I didn’t get 
everything that was going on. (This also is clearly one of those times when 
it really counts to have awesome local partners. You and they need to listen 
together—to know what to listen for when you hear it. Like the way a horse’s 
ears always swivel indicating the direction of the horse’s attention.) Let’s say 
that as the guest, I am given a brief moment in time to open the interview, 
why are we here, etc. Mostly everyone’s listening, eyes trained on me—even 
if only out of curiosity at first. Some people understand some English— 

I can see it in their eyes—a word here and there—so I know there are 
already some thoughts forming.

Then my local partner translates and poses the first question. In Hindi.  
And let’s say, just for fun, that my local partner asks the farmer that we 
came to interview, but of course, must also present the question more broadly.

There are, at this point, lots of possibilities for response. Remember, 
this is a group of thirty people, all pressed tightly together, mostly around us, 
arms draping over shoulders, some squatting low, some standing over them. 
It’s at least 95 degrees—and thankfully almost no humidity. Everyone is 
within whispering distance, if you can imagine that’s possible. It’s tighter by 
far than a football huddle or even a rugby scrum—there’s less “open” space. 
They’ve listened patiently and attentively.

It’s actually not a melee. They start talking, taking turns, sometimes 
talking over one another, like one might imagine at a dinner table with  
a dozen people. They listen to one another, they defer to elders as well as 
the more youthful. It’s incredibly respectful and effective. Of course, our 
local partners can’t translate everything—it’s too much too fast. They need 
to listen and parse out important threads for summary for me and  
my colleague.

It’s really quite fabulous and entirely engaging. It’s also loads of fun,  
of course, if you like this sort of thing. So much happening so quickly,  
with such liveliness. People are incredibly thoughtful—they can disagree  
with each other as easily as agree, they can critique a thought, question  
an assumption, challenge a statement, make a joke and get to either a point 
of disagreement or a point of synthesis. We are also involved, questioning, 
further clarifying, pointing out thoughts that are left unaddressed. When  
it’s clear the issue is finished, we move on. I don’t think there’s very much 
like it in the US, such a collective, lively, effective conversation amongst 
people who live in the same town around a visitor.

At one point, we started talking about schools and kids and education, 
where kids go to school, how they get there, what they study, what their 
goals are, etc. At one point, we got to a point where there was discussion 
about the “basics” and “advanced” education. The basics related to 
completing some form of elementary school. Advanced related to the moral 
equivalent of high school and college. The farmer we’d originally come  

An “interview” in Indian villages usually involves 

several people often eight or twelve and at times 

dozens. One time, we were talking with about thirty 

people—mostly men and children, but also some 

women, who were quieter, were also in the group. 

I should mention, also, that the “interview” wasn’t 

planned for thirty people. The interview was with one 

farmer. The other twenty-nine happened to be around.
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to “interview”, spoke up: I have a daughter, it’s her choice what she wants  
to do. If she wants to be a farmer, she doesn’t need to go to [high school].  
If she wants to be engineer, she must. It’s her choice, but she shouldn’t go 
to high school if she’s going to be a farmer—what’s the point in that?

There wasn’t a lot of discussion on this point, in fact. People mostly just 
nodded agreement. And it wasn’t just what he said, it was that he said it as 
if it were a universal truth, something that had been discussed or decided in 
the past or something that was just so obvious, it didn’t warrant discussion. 
Our local partners—all of whom were university trained—didn’t flinch at 
the statement. The sun rises in the morning, sets in the evening—what 
more is there to discuss. Even I caught it. It was one of the few times in the 
“interview” that there seemed little need for any discussion. But of course,  
I insisted we discuss it, precisely because there was no need for discussion. 
That there wasn’t a need for discussion itself indicated that there was  
almost certainly something here to pursue.

My Dad used to say similar things. School needs to have a purpose.  
If you want to be a physician, you need to go to college. But if you want  
to run a small business—like he did—you didn’t need college, you needed 
to start working in a small business. Makes a lot of sense, really. He didn’t 
question high school, mostly because it was the law, but even high school 
would have been otherwise suspect. His brother felt the same way. Uncle 
Paul was born in Italy and immigrated to the US with his parents in 1930; 
Dad was born a year later. Uncle Paul served in World War II, had access 
to college through the GI Bill, but decided to simply start working at an 
insurance company, where he worked for 40 years.

Dad wasn’t just making a point. He questioned the whole “college 
thing”. We weren’t wealthy by any stretch and we were certainly not society 
people who had been going to Harvard and Yale for generations. We didn’t 
even know about that stuff. College was going to cost real money: real 
savings, real loans, real grants. So, being me, wanting desperately to go  
to college, I obviously wanted to be a physician. How handy was that?!  
I actually did, though, at the time want to be a physician, and I selected  
a college specifically for its pre-med program.

But I never became a physician. First semester, sophomore year 
organic chemistry was a bit of an eye-opener for me. That and a further 

understanding of what it actually took to be a physician, what was actually 
entailed in being one and what it meant to practice highlighted the difference 
between reality and my own misconceptions based on TV dramas like M*A*S*H.

This was a fairly significant crisis, actually. Through my working from 
7th grade on, my Dad’s contributions, government loads and a couple of  
small grants, college was costing us a small fortune. In the end, I paid for 
half, and Dad paid for half, which was very generous and I know now how 
much it put him out. But I didn’t realize how much then. What I knew,  
of course, was that college was a blast, and I was learning a lot, but the long 
term physician-is-a-job-that-makes-money-and-requires-college-and-
medical-school (and wholly unconsidered expense, by the way) was off the 
table. What was a young college student to do?

Psychology. (Who knew it was such a moneymaker?) It was considered 
a natural science where I was, and I enjoyed science—or at least the 
thought of it. I certainly didn’t enjoy organic chemistry. And herein is the 
transition. I bought into the “do what you enjoy”, “pursue your passion” sort 
of reasoning about what college should be about. What had started as a 
purely practical endeavor has now become a passion, a pursuit of education 
with the hope that an appropriately education person can and will—with 
enough motivation—make a difference.

What was crucial, however, was to figure out how to make a job out of  
it in the end. There was really no viable option to live at home after college. 
In short, education was a path to a job. But in my head, it has shifted—I’d 
bought into a more ideal sense of education. But it was not so in the sugar 
cane fields in India. Education was still eminently practical. In fact, education 
was about a job. And a job was about work. And work was about present 
sacrifice for the now as well as an expression of hope about the future.

People understood work and markets very clearly with absolute 
fine grained sensitivity. In fact, referring to less developed countries as 
“emerging markets” became, to me, a terribly belittling and pejorative 
phrase. To refer to India as an “emerging market” was to ignore and negate 
thousands of years of market experience. In fact, in India—as well as in 
China and Egypt—there are few people who don’t understand markets, 
trade and the value of work with as much nuance and efficiency. They’ve had 
“markets” for literally thousands of years. Collectively, they understand very 
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well the nature of “exchange”, living Georg Simmel’s notion that an exchange   
getting something better. Work is an exchange of labor for some other value.

For me, however, I’ve taken lately to considering work as a contribution 
or a service. I grew tired of saying: I’m going to work now. I actually mostly 
enjoy my work. Not always, of course; but few things are always enjoyable. 
But mostly, I do. And saying “I have to go to work” or “Work to live? Or 
Live to work?” always put work in a uncomplimentary light. Most work is—
even if drudgery—valued and contributory. And a lot of work is rewarding, 
challenging, edifying.

The thing is: work is enjoyable for lots of people. For some people,  
it’s the actual work. For a scientist, it’s the science. For a surgeon, it’s the 
thrill of operating. For a football player—can you imagine the thrill of 
catching a pass and scoring a touchdown—when all your efforts culminate 
in a stunning display of physical prowess?

But for many people, it’s enjoyable simply because of the people they 
work with. In fact, in many cases, people work with people they like. In India, 
one man who had a small printing business—wedding invitations, things  
like that—spent time “going to parties”. Direct quote. He met people and if 
he was likable enough, and was appropriately introduced, he’d be trusted by 
others to “print their invitations” and thereby get more work. It was more 
than “recommendations” or “word of mouth”; it was if he was liked by and 
liked the customer, if his “trustworthiness” was transferred/transferrable. 
And it also matters if there’s recourse—both official and social; (To the 
friend who introduced them it’s at least implied: “You know that if this guy 
doesn’t deliver the invitations, I’m not going to trust your recommendations 
further and your status with me on these issues will diminish. And I’ll tell 
other people too.”

We were developing a product in China once and we had done a lot 
of work to identify and define a market—the kind of work like we do, in the 
abstract, measuring need, interest, intent to buy, etc., etc.,—to determine 
the potential of creating a particular market. For example, we were working 
with a distributor and we suggested—indeed, asserted based on our 
research—that there was a potential market for the thing we were making  
in “healthcare” and that it was non-trivial. But it didn’t matter to this 
customer at all. In fact, all our fancy market data didn’t mean anything 

to him—it was, actually, irrelevant, and possibly even worse because it 
reflected just how little we knew about his business. Even though we, in our 
way, understood there to be a market, what mattered entirely to our partner 
was who he knew. If he knew someone in the hospitals, if he was friends with 
one of the hospital presidents, or could meet one in the right situation and 
build out a network in hospitals, then he might consider the possibility.  
But until then, there was, effectively, no market at all from his point of view.

For many people, work is just about reducing entropy in some way; 
for them, work is labor, pure and simple. But for many others, work is 
also intimately linked to their broader role in society—as a member of a 
community of people, with some standing, with rights, privileges, roles, 
responsibilities, obligations, reputation, skills, personality, attitude, recourse, 
etc. For other people, work is about providing for others something that they 
want or need or find edifying in some way that they can’t do themselves as 
well or as efficiently. And for other people work is about an exploration  
of an idea, the discovery of a phenomenon, the development of a new idea  
or the creation of a new market.

It’s also increasingly clear that work occurs more and more beyond 
one’s geo-spatial networks, that work extends beyond who you can meet 
at parties. This nose-rubbing model of meeting people and establishing 
relationships with all the attendant “social standing” is increasingly 
untenable as the sole model of forging connections through and with whom  
we achieve some end through our work. More and more we need to work 
with more people from more places with more and different ideas that 
balance, conflict, overlap with or challenge and inspire us. More and more  
the challenges we face, the work we need to do, requires additional 
perspectives not only from individuals with skills, but individuals with the 
skills, inclination, time and desire to work on those issues not others.

As social scientists, we seek to do interesting work. In fact, as 
researchers and designers and people who thrive in “synthesis”, we do,  
in general, I believe, simply seek interesting work—work that is interesting  
to us and work that someone will pay us to do. But I think that’s not  
enough to be increasingly relevant. I think we need to consider the possibility  
of designing work.

Through the centuries, work has presented itself to us and we have 
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responded. Some of us, perhaps more enterprising than others, have created 
work for others to do. Creating work isn’t that hard, actually. I am reminded 
of the scene in Cool Hand Luke when the guard insists Paul Newman engage 
in a cycle of dig, refill and re-dig a hole. The guard made work for Luke.  
And creating work—especially work that relies on labor—that achieves 
some end, well, that’s not so hard either.

But actually designing work, I think this is an interesting challenge. 
Work—achievement, aspiration, engagement, progress—this requires some 
thought. Work is, as we’ve seen from the above, a deeply social convention. 
Work has meaning to people—meaning beyond the work itself. But if work  
is increasingly necessary apart from the physical co-presence of  
others—and I believe that’s increasingly the case—then we need to design 
work—to design how we work, what work we do, when and where we work, 
why we work, the “rewards”—social, material, emotional—of work,  
etc.—as we design any other “experience”.

Moreover, we need to design varieties of work. Not all work will or 
should proceed in the same way. But work probably needs to possess  
certain attributes that embed the person in a broader sense of community 
and society. But rather than “let that happen”, we should think about what  
it means to design work intentionally for that to happen. How do you  
craft connections such that are not merely momentarily efficacious, but that 
they extend beyond/through the momentary exchange? How do we design 
work so that the “work” of one endeavor can benefit another, or so others 
can learn from the work that was done, as appropriate?

And finally, we need to design the tools and capabilities for supporting  
all this work. The recent emergence of the massive open online courses 
(MOOCs) are notable for many reasons, not least of which is the 
infrastructure necessary to enable them—this is a tool designed to enable 
a particular kind of work: learning at tremendous efficiencies. As another 
example, the role of massive simulation engines—of which the “SIM” games, 
like SIM CITY, are examples—can fundamentally change how we engage 
with each other if they can/are applied to work. The crowd sourced solution 
of the protein folding challenge is yet another example. These are all  
“one-offs”, isolated examples of tools that enable work to proceed in different 
ways. What other tools can we imagine to connect people in the context  

of their work in ways that actively design the nature of work?
For many people, work—level labor—is contribution and service in  

the context of living. For too many people, as we transition from an analog  
to a digital environment, work seems increasingly divorced from the context 
of life. We have the knowledge and perspective to understand work in its 
broader context, only the tiniest portion of which I’ve outlined here. We need 
to apply that knowledge, with a point of view, toward the active design  
and re-design of what work is to create a future where work has real meaning.
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CARE

Sudbury is one of those New England towns that still runs by a form  
of direct democracy called “Town Meeting”, where the town’s people actually 
meet, in person, in a room, and discuss the issues and vote directly.  
At the time, we attended a little local church in the center of town. People 
mostly came from the area—people often attended churches that were 
near their homes, the schools their kids attended were mostly in their town 
(though Sudbury still shares a high school with the tony town of Lincoln). 
People knew people who lived near them through town-centered events, 
gatherings, their kids, town meeting, etc.

This was, if you can imagine, before cell phones were prevalent,  
before daily and ubiquitous internet access was available, and when it was,  
it was dial-up—which means its use was slow and purposeful. It was before  
such things as “Caring Bridges” and other forms of local community 

gathering/support. Stop for a second and really try to imagine (or recall,  
if you’re old enough) what it was like. In some ways, it wasn’t that different. 
I mean, we had telephones—it wasn’t like we had to go to the telegraph 
office. And we had email—at least at work and school. But in many ways, 
it wasn’t like it is now—people were still apart, not nearly as “continuously 
connected” to one another, not nearly as “reachable” on a whim. We had 
only one relative in the Boston area, not having grown up there. And though 
we had friends, they were spread out, and mostly nearer to Boston. So, 
when we came home with a new liver, I was Melissa’s primary caregiver, 
breadwinner and PhD candidate.

Throughout all this, in the evenings, people would call to see how 
Melissa was doing, how I was “holding up”, etc. I was always “fine”. I was. 
I have to say, through this and other things, that have happened in our 
lives, despite the stereotypes that come with my Italian and Puerto Rican 
background, Melissa and I approach all these events with a proper New 
England stoicism that gets us through with the minimum drama. Who knew?

And so, one night, someone called. And we didn’t have a “cordless 
phone”, and no caller ID, or anything like that. So I had to get up from 
whatever I was doing—perhaps just sitting—and as it turns out, I’d had  
a long day. Another well-wisher, etc. Anyway, after I hung up, I was 
frustrated and started moving about the house saying things like “I don’t 
need any more phone calls. I don’t want talk to anyone else. I don’t want  
to have to explain what’s happening to anyone. They don’t need to know.  
I don’t need to tell them. What I need is lasagna!”

What I needed was action. What I needed was a proper meal. What I 
needed was someone to do something, not just talk about something.  
What I got, literally the next day, was a lasagna on my doorstep. Turns out 
some of the church people had organized a meal rotation program  
delivering meals to us for few weeks. And, in fact, the first meal was actually  
a lasagna. (Turns out many of the meals were lasagna and other forms  
of “casseroles”; they’re easy to transport and leave on the doorstep; though, 
I cringe as I write this → referring to lasagna as a casserole in the same 
family as a Midwest “tuna casserole” just doesn’t seem right.)

I am and have always been incredibly grateful to those people—whose 
names I’ve long ago forgotten, who were not people we were close to, who 

A few years after we married, in 1992, Melissa was both 

unfortunate to need and fortunate enough to receive 

a liver transplant. At the time, I was finishing graduate 

school, working at GTE Labs in their behavioral science 

department, and Melissa, having finished her MBA at 

Cornell’s Johnson School of Management was working 

with what was then the Bank of Boston. About a year 

before we knew of all this, we’d bought a house in the 

old town of Sudbury, Massachusetts and a car to go 

with it. Then she had to stop working, then she had her 

transplant, and then she came home.
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were not people I likely would have recognized on the street. It was done 
quietly and efficiently; no one made a big deal out of it. It was something 
they did for us, something that reflected, in my mind, a certain amount  
of proper New England community support. It was how they cared for us 
when we needed it.

People want to care. At least I think they do. Even people who don’t 
care about anything, actually, I think, really want to care about something, 
someone. For me, that’s the simple lesson of this chapter; it’s the simple, 
straightforward—and in my analyses—the “finding” I’ve overlooked for  
a decade and more: I think people want to care for more than they want  
to be cared for. And, moreover, to care for means to do for, to take action. 

I know this isn’t any great scientific breakthrough. 

But let’s look at it another way, a way that perhaps puts American 
culture in a little relief. In our early work in Italy, we were having dinner with 
a family. And as we got to talking, the teenager, about 17 years old, said: 
“What I really like about America is that you can do what you want and not 
be judged. I like this idea of “can do”. Nothing stops you.” That’s not an 
exact quote, but it’s pretty close. He appreciated very much the “action”  
that Americans can take, that they can not only talk about something, but  
do something.

Years ago, in the mid 1990’s, my colleague and the anthropologist John 
Sherry and I were in and around Dillingham, Alaska, studying a fish cannery. 
The “cannery” really included all of the fishery—the government fish and 
game regulators, the local, native fishing families, the commercial fishers, 
the support vessels, the need to “make a living”, the cannery itself and even 
the fish. We went there to study “extreme mobility”—working away from  
an office or desk.

But now, in retrospect, another way of seeing what was happening there 
wasn’t only the formation and management of a fishing economy, but  
a network of caring individuals and institutions who were legitimately trying 
to tend to one another, to acknowledge and accommodate individual needs 
and desires while balancing access to a scarce resource. They helped each 
other: they exchanged information that helped them all, they understood 

each other’s perspectives, they acknowledged each other’s presence  
and activity.

It’s not a big place and they also knew each other. I think it is one  
of the defining characteristics of why they actively cared about the place  
and each other. They had a sense that they had to live with each other for  
the long term outside of the fishing context, in the town, at the churches,  
in the bars, at dinner, etc.

But I just didn’t get the sense that their actions were mercenary.  
They actively liked each other. Of course, not everyone liked everyone else. 
But in their own way, they knew each other’s strengths, each other’s foibles. 
This context of knowing I think affords opportunities to care. That is,  
knowing each other is not only the knowledge, per se, but the knowing 
comprises the potential to take action, to do for.

Jose Miguel was a 20 year old indigenous Cañari who lived in Cañar, 
Ecuador, at about 11,000 feet in the Andean mountains, when we met 
him. His community of people indigenous to this area possesses very little 
material wealth. They have been oppressed (lands confiscated, education 
suppressed, economic participation limited—you know, the standard  
stuff—since the Spanish came those hundreds of years ago. Throughout, 
they’ve maintained many of their own customs, including often dressing in 
their traditional clothing and finding small ways to participate in the broader 
local Ecuadoran society.

However, as a result of this marginalization, many younger people—
some women, and especially men—leave home to emigrate north for work. 
And yet, they do not abandon home. Their intention is to return. They go 
out, but then send back care in the form of remittances. Indeed, in some 
countries, remittances are one of the most valuable forms of trade.  
But this isn’t about the remittances. What digital technologies have enabled  
is a much wider variety of ways that remittances can be realized at home.  
Many of these are exploitative, for sure, but not all.

Jose Miguel, however, didn’t leave. College educated, young, single 
and handsome, he could have made quite a path for himself out of his 
community. But he wanted to “give back”. He felt obligated to his father for 
selling what little land they had to pay for Jose Miguel’s college. This was  
the same expression of “giving back” that Bal Joshi felt toward his community 
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in Nepal. It’s the same expression of people in the Basque Country and 
Catalunya and Scotland who care deeply for their own people, culture  
and country. They all found ways to encourage and enroll others.

Ten years later, Jose Miguel, who’s changed his name to Ranti, a 
traditional Cañari name, is assistant to the first indigenous mayor of Cañar. 
And he’s giving back, not only to “his” people, but to all the people of 
Cañar. Working with the mayor, he’s accomplished many innovations to open 
government and made it more transparent—a concept he learned in school, 
a concept he was able to learn because of broader access to ideas on a global 
basis, a concept he applied in his role because he wanted to give back.

Ten years after we first met him, Jose Miguel actually redesigned the 
interior architecture of the city hall to be literally, physically transparent. 
What used to be a rabbit warren of dark offices and meeting rooms behind 
closed doors was now an open plan of glass and hallways making it much 
more difficult to hide who you are talking to, making it easier to see who’s  
in line first, making it easier to see what’s happening when and to know when 
people are in their office or not. By the accounts we were able to gather, it 
was clear that the whole town—not just the Cañari population—appreciated 
the new openness—and the meaningful, tangible expression of that openness.  
We suspect that the physical changes are merely one sign of a greater 
degree of government transparency, local inclusion and involvement and the 
decreased marginalization of the local community.

We need more applications of technology in this vein, that reflect care 
and concern, that are of and for the people writ large—or at least larger. 

Take Eric Whitacre’s 3000 voice orchestra. This is a bit of technological 
wizardry to do something in digital that cannot be done in analogue form. 
Every person contributes and their work is then combined to create a 
wonderful exposition of collectivity. It is, I believe, an extended form of 
Durkheim’s collective effervescence, though simultaneously synchronous 
and asynchronous at the same time, if such a thing were possible. 

This is a remarkable body of work. Unless you know it, you don’t realize 
the incredible work that went into creating the synchrony for thousands of 
voices. Whitacre’s pieces are not the end—they are the beginning. From 
this, it’s possible to imagine a variety of technologies and capabilities that 
enhance and extend these capabilities, creating new experiences that 
can bring people together at the same time, that can provide for strong, 
continuous as well as punctuated moments of collective effervescence.

For example, imagine a national, collective conversation about guns  
in America. For sure, it’s a conversation fraught with emotions and strongly 
held believes. But it’s also a conversation that requires more than a logical 
argument. Suppose we could, in some way, combine elements of Whitacre’s 
work—large scale synchrony—with elements of a discussion, for example, 
alignment to specific ideas or perspectives. Suppose we could “see” how 
ideas and people fit together.

As a nation, when we were younger and smaller, our local citizens  
were the people we saw; our local issues were, largely, the issues we knew.  
And we knew both the people and the people’s perspectives. We also had 
to see them every day, work with them, trade with them, share schools with 
their kids, etc. We didn’t have to like them. But we had to care about them  
if only because we had to care about ourselves.

Our nation has changed. Our issues have changed. Our “local” is not 
just what’s local. Meaningful issues are not just with people we see every 
day; meaningful issues from guns to water to school programs pervade not 
only our local geographic surroundings, but our extended interconnections 
across the nation and the globe. We cannot long continue to afford making 
“local” decisions on most things; we need to consider others—others we 
don’t know, others we really do want to care for.

We need to make decisions on a much larger scale; how we participate 
in these decisions—not just with our ideas, but with ourselves—I think 

[http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=V3rRaL-Czxw]
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matters. We need to somehow care for other people. But the ways in which 
we’ve developed mutual care—the day to day ways of being local—are 
waning—and not for the wrong reasons. We’ve got to meaningfully and 
consciously create the capacity to care for others, to see people associated 
with their ideas and find ways to do for them as we do for ourselves.

I do see some clues, some emergence in the social networking sites that 
emerge. I see the ability for a voice to be magnified widely and across time 
and space attached to people known to us—not just ideas disembodied 
from individuals. These are just the start, the lead indicators of what the 
technology can do. And it’s not just about “oh, look at me”. I think there’s 
something deeper, more fundamentally reflective of who we are as people 
who live in societies—I think there’s a strong foundation of the need, the 
desire to care for, to do for.

As social scientists, we know people, ideas, actions are part of integrated 
systems, of “political economies”, of societies. We know that individual 
isolation is unhealthy, that, for the vast majority of people results in the 
disintegration of the self and self-identity. We know this. We know that we 
need to care for far more than we currently can care about. 

We need to actively, intentionally and collaboratively 

address this design challenge as we continue to 

develop advanced technologies.
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CHOOSE

I still work hard at it, I find, harder than I likely have to. I can’t help it.  
When presented with some barrier—a door I can’t enter, a gate I can’t 
pass through, a seat in first class I can’t have, a new product idea I can’t 
ship—pretty much anything—even if it’s something I really wasn’t thinking 
I needed or wanted to do, when presented with the fact that it’s not my 
choice, it irritates me.

When my son was signing up for his first year of college classes, he was 
denied three of the classes he chose. The thing is, that to major in biology, 
he needed to take those classes in this order. He wrote to the admissions 
official who instructed him to write to the professor who said: “Just show up 
on the first day of classes, it will work out.”

Well, for me, that was just crazy-talk. “It will work out” was not my 
default position on things; it works out because I make it work out, because 
I do everything I can—often way more than I need to—to make sure it works 

out—at least in some way. For my son, it was just fine—the professor said  
to “just show up” so why stress about it?

Regardless—given the price of an elite, small, private, liberal arts 
college—not getting into required classes was not an option for me. I went 
all “parenthood” on him, and insisted he write to admissions, the dean, etc., 
stating his case and the situation even if just to be able to subsequently 
demonstrate he did everything possible to get in the class before “just 
showing up on the first day”—to lay down the evidence for a case should it 
not just work out. They were kind enough to reply to his emails, but really, 
they said, it was not in their hands: “Just show up on the first day of class”.

In the end, as I am sure you guessed, he just showed up on the first 
day and it worked out fine. Of course, I was happy for him, and frankly for 
the fact that I didn’t have to get involved in my role as patron of his college 
experience. But it didn’t work out just fine for me. For me, I was nearly 
aghast that all it took was “showing up for class”. No work? No negotiating? 
No lobbying for his cause? No fight with “the man”? I realized quite clearly 
he had a very different intellectual and emotional relationship with “the 
system”, than I did, than I do even today. He’s also young and wants to trust 
in the system—explicitly or not—especially as he prepares to move into a 
bigger less known environment somewhat outside his comfort zone. It would 
be interesting to have seen what he’d have done had it not worked out…

I know what it takes to make choices that are not presented to me, 
choices that appear to be on offer to others, choices that should be on offer 
to all. I bristle at exclusivity—at short first class lines at the airport, at entry 
to the “first class lounge”, at entry to social clubs—or any establishment—
based not on first come, first served, but on “who you know”, at helicopters 
or private planes that take you from point a to point b in 15 minutes  
rather than 3 hours through traffic, enabling you to bend space and time  
to your will.

And yet, I am not principled about it. For example, when I travel by air, 
if I’m upgraded to first class, I take it in a heartbeat—everyone should have 
first class; coach is form of assault, not passage. I work hard to ensure my 
best options to get upgraded, I work what little status I have to ensure I am 
in the shortest lines. If I had a private jet or helicopter available to me, I’m 
afraid I’d take it, all sense of egalitarianism and environmentalism pushed 

My son has grown up differently than I did. I had to 

make the choices I had. I had to work hard—very hard 

sometimes against what I knew my family would have 

preferred I do—to have more choices available to me 

than what one would otherwise have had given my 

situation. My son, though, much to my frustration at 

times, well, he doesn’t have to do quite so much of 

that sort of work, nor is he inclined. He’s had a wider 

range of choices available to him. On a platter, as it 

were. Not a bad thing, I suppose (though I used to 

think it was). It just is.
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aside: I’d want the choice to go anywhere, anytime—to bend time and space 
to my will, the ultimate choice.

So, it’s hard for me to imagine—to embody—not being able to go into  
someone’s house simply because of my birth caste. Bal Joshi’s act of 
defiance—to only provide first names on delivery people’s nameplates—was 
a small act of resistance, of rebellion—a poke in the eye. But the delivery 
person still doesn’t have “the choice”, per se. What must if feel like for him 
to participate in this little game, satisfaction as “sticking it” to the system 
intertwined with resignation at the realization of its extent? Sadly, I didn’t 
get a chance to talk with anyone about it.

In India, the likelihood of acquiring a marriage license or a driving permit 
is different depending on who you are, how much you can pay to bypass  
the “system”, or your luck on a particular day. A villager, forgoing a day 
of work, spending money on a bus, goes to the biggest nearby town and 
attempts to acquire the permit from the government office. It’s hit or miss. 
Mostly miss. But if you’re in that town, or have a few extra rupees, you can 
bypass the entire system, even hire someone to go and stand in line for you 
and pay the bribes and get the permit, easy-peasy.

So, some years ago, Satyan Mishra started Drishtee.com. Essentially, 
he established small spoke offices, with PCs and attendants, in villages who 
connected to a hub office to request the various permits. The hub office 
would collect all the requests together. The hub office had an arrangement 
with the local government office to process them appropriately. The spoke 
office representative would come to the hub office periodically to collect  
the permits and then return to the village and distribute them. And it worked 
wonderfully where it was established. Those villagers, who paid the cost 
of the permit and an additional fee—less than the day lost from work plus 
transportation—suddenly had a choice in the matter. And they had recourse. 
And access. All, so long as the spoke office could continue offering services 
in the village.

A lot has been written about Drishtee.com and it continues in operation.  
At the time, it was one of the earliest and most successful uses of “community”  
computing. It was successful because it worked within the system to enable 
the system for those whose access to the system was otherwise limited. It 
was less a “technology solution” and more of a systems solution that relied 

in part on technology to enable the solution.
Another way of seeing choice is to choose who we belong to. In Hungary 

we were studying the Telehaz movement, which was in many ways, not 
dissimilar to Drishtee.com, in that it was and is a successful model  
of community computing exquisitely situated within the Hungarian system 
and it made government funding much more accessible to the outlying  
rural towns and settlements for all manner of things—from funding for seed 
corn to funding for new athletic equipment. It’s another lovely example  
of a successful systemic solution enabled by and through technology, but 
not a technological solution, per se.

But as we got nearer the borders, there was something else of interest. 
Hungary is a country whose borders are entirely comprised of land  
that used to be part of Hungary. The local people we met, elect to support 
the ethnic Hungarians on the “other” sides of those borders—people 
whose nationhood was changed without their choosing and even without 
compensation. While the people appreciated the support, as you can imagine, 
the “other” nations were less sanguine about the cross border involvement.

Or consider these other places I’ve done field work: the Basque Country, 
Catalunya and Scotland, three examples of peoples whose nationhood is not 
necessarily what they wish it to be. Many there wish for a choice to decide 
their own identity, to be responsible for their own institutions. I know this  
is deeply complicated issue. But my only point here is that many there wish 
for a choice—a choice to make decisions for themselves.

It’s not a choice alien to other environments. In India, we saw parents 
making explicit choices to send some kids to high school and college so 
they could be engineers and contribute to the family, but not sending other 
kids who were going to be farmers—no need if you’re going to be a farmer. 
In China and Vietnam, we saw example after example of parents making 
extraordinary sacrifices to educate their children in the best way available to 
them—by paying whatever they could to the best school option available—
with the sole purpose of giving them more choices then they have had 
regarding their future. For sure, to a large extent, their kids’ future success 
is also their future success. And yet, they know—or think they know—that  
a good education is a path to more and better options.

It’s questionable however, what it means to get a good education  
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if choice is what one wishes. First of all, educating a person is actually a  
very hard proposition; there’s considerable evidence that we are not well  
suited to learning, per se; that it requires rather extraordinary effort on  
the parts of both learners and teachers to learn, and even more than that,  
to find satisfaction in learning. And that’s just the education part.

It’s also arguable that an education that offers you choice is an 
education that offers you access—access to networks of people who can 
enable additional choices. In Korea, attending Seoul National University is  
not only prestigious, but it affords a great deal of access to the highest 
levels of society. In the US, up until recently, a very considerable portion 
of Ivy League entrants were from the upper classes, who attended the 
appropriate private preparatory schools, and whose families had prior 
attended those universities. One bought an education along with access  
to a human network.

And yet, from what I’ve seen around the world, most people choose 
education as an option that affords choice, but they are unaware of,  
or unable to access the differential networks of people and institutions that 
come with different “educations”, limiting the impact of their educational 
investment. And I’m not even considering the fact that many educations 
are simply sub-par, regardless of their price or official status in the system. 
Regardless of all this, I’ve seen the desperation, the desperate acts  
of financial sacrifice, of sending children to board elsewhere, the kind of 
nearly blind belief that comes with hope displacing that education—any 
education—is worth the sacrifice to gain a chance at more choice.

In nearly all of these cases, there were at least three kinds of choice: 
choice to select from among relatively equal, but significant alternatives, 
choice to access—and have access to—institutional resources, choice  
to challenge the extant system in some way. These are non-trivial types  
of choices. These aren’t the sorts of choices commonly discussed in the  
US—choices like ordering “grande, non-fat, no whip, skinny mocha with 
extra shot and a little cayenne. At one well-to-do household in Italy,  
the 17 year old in the house wanted desperately to come to America— 
a place where, and I’m paraphrasing here: “you can choose to wear what  
you want, do what you want, be what you want without concern for  
what other people say to you or think of you.” Authors have written about 

the relationship of too many choices and relative (un-)happiness.
On the other hand, maybe having even significant choice is a red-

herring, a “work around” for escaping some form of oppression or exclusion. 
Perhaps choice is less of an issue when one is “in the system”, or part  
and parcel of the system. Whereas I was adamant my son pursue every 
avenue to create possibilities, my son didn’t feel the need to do anything 
more than “show up on the first day of classes”—just exactly like the 
professors said to do—and it worked just fine for him. My efforts to create 
choices were, I believe now, in this case, unnecessary at best, absolutely 
wasted effort and illusory at worst. It was a holdover of my own experience, 
a reaction to the exclusion of not having choices.

Back on the other hand again, I’m happy my son is part of the system 
in which he’s comfortable. On the other hand, I harbor some ambivalence 
about how well we’ve prepared him for an uncertain world, a world where 
people meet exclusion and limited choice. A world where he is bound to meet 
with limited choice, limited recourse and limited options. He will get stuck. 
At some point, the likelihood is that he’ll come to recognize a limitation with 
which he is uncomfortable. It’s this world—this world of limited choice that 
is most prevalent from my experience. It’s the world I’ve seen most in my 
field work. And it’s the world for which I believe we should design.

The design challenge is twofold. First, to design technologies that 
enable systemic solutions aligned with the current “institutions” and “social 
systems in place” but offer greater choice through more ready access.  
This has been, for example, the vision of e-government in general as well as 
the examples of Drishtee.com and the Hungarian Telehaz movements, among 
others of similar ilk.

These last examples are idiosyncratic to the systems they purport to 
extend. To that end, they need not only to be designed carefully in terms of 
the extant system rules, but they also need to be designed carefully  
relative to the extant social power structures in place. In India, Drishtee 
was exceedingly clever in that by better servicing requests from the 
villagers, the elected officials were able to make bold claims about more 
effective government without disturbing their current base. The same was 
true for the Telehaz movement, existing power structures were left intact.

The second design challenge is to design technologies that enable  
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new choices, choices that didn’t exist prior to the technology that enabled 
them. Personally, while I think these solutions are initially tougher to enable, 
I believe these solutions have the best long term viability in that they have a 
greater ability to generalize, to capitalize on new and unanticipated networks 
of people, to create new capabilities, to enable new choices that actually 
challenge the extant institutions, but against which these same institutions 
are powerless to react.

As one example, consider the MOOC movement—Massively Open 
Online Course. It’s more than just Stanford (and other) professors teaching 
their courses to 150,000 students at a time. It’s an entirely new choice 
that people have to learn something they might be interested in. And while 
accreditation might be the imprimatur of the graduate, perhaps building an 
effective solution—solving someone’s problem—might be the imprimatur of 
the successful student going forward; there are many technical challenges 
in the world—and more coming. And while MOOCs are not the solution to all 
education, they do represent technologically enabled choices to thousands 
of people.

So many people have so few options. I’m betting there are many more 
possibilities, many more technologically enabled solutions that offer people 
choices—choices for learning, for working, for accessing resources,  
for participating in civil society, for living where they want to or need to,  
for becoming stronger members of society, greater contributors to economies 
greater benefactors to the world.
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TRANSFORM

And nowhere did I personally see and feel this more strongly than in 
Viet Nam. Here are two scenes. Scene 1: We’re walking through a small 
town in Viet Nam with our guide and people came up to us, mostly younger 
people, teenagers and in their twenties actively attempting to speak English 
with us. When they could, they engaged us immediately in conversations that 
were about the world outside of themselves, outside their town: “Where are 
you from? What’s it like where you are from? I am learning English 1, 2, 3…”  

Scene 2: An Indian town, I’m in the street and we’ve just conducted an 
interview. There are lots of people around, an old man takes my hand and 
we start walking. He’s showing me his town, and using me to show off his 
status; it’s full on gracious hospitality, opening themselves to me.

There are many ways to interpret these two scenes. One way is to 
put them in broader contexts. And when I do that, when I think about the 
scene in Viet Nam in the context of our other work there, our discussions 
with parents, teachers, business leaders, even a government minister, 
it’s clear Viet Nam — and the Vietnamese people were gearing up for a 
transformation, for bringing their country, as they said: into the global 
economy—“but with compassion”, said one high ranking government 
official, “not like some of our neighbors”.

A big part of it, to me, was about embracing of change with a certain 
security of who they are as a people and as individuals. I suppose this 
is something having a history gives you; it can ground you, give you a 
foundation of some strength from which to strike forth, but it can also bound 
you, restrict you from striving to adapt in a transforming world. At least 
that’s been my experience.

I was lucky enough to grow up with two parents. On my mother’s 
side, the New York Puerto Ricans—and not the elite Puerto Ricans, either. 
My mother’s parents came from Puerto Rico, as did some relatives; there 
remained a close connection to the Island and close connections to the 
Puerto Rican community in New York. On my father’s side, the Italians, 
but not one of the desperate Southern Italians who immigrated to the US 
from need, but rather a much rarer Northern Italian household; my father’s 
parents were the only members of their families to emigrate, and they did 
so out of adventure and opportunity (and a certain amount of irritation at 
home), rather than out of economic necessity, per se.

When I was in the second and third grade, we spent six months with  
my mother’s cousin’s family in Catalina, Puerto Rico. Everyone contributed 
in some way not only because it was part of being in the family, but because 
it was necessary. There was a strong sense of “surviving”, or “making it”. 
There was an election the time I was there and I recall that even choices 
of political party were made not based on ideals, but based on making 
connections, on enhancing the possibility of continued work. The efforts  

As a result of new digital capabilities, the next hundred 

years will be a time of massive social change. Digital 

technologies have become sufficiently prevalent 

such that their incorporation into design practice is 

becoming and will become increasingly commonplace. 

These new capabilities will change how we live our 

daily lives by changing how we relate to our families, 

friends, communities and the people all over the 

world. It will transform how we engage, acquire and 

use natural and manufactured resources and how 

we design and interact with the institutions we build 

to regulate our lives. To my mind, we must possess, 

acquire and embody the abilities, drives, desires and 

capacities to strive, transform and adapt our lives as a 

global society in the coming century.
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of the household were focused inward toward the family, toward the household.
In contrast, when I was sixteen, I spent the summer with my father’s 

family in Vittorio Veneto, Italy, just a bit north of Venice. The differences, 
as I consider them now, are striking to me. I lived with my father’s uncle’s 
(Michelangelo) family, in a building they owned, comprised of their business 
and two apartments. His son, Enrico and daughter, Fiorenza worked with him 
in the business. We all broke for midday meal together, my Uncle napped, 
then they all worked again in the afternoon. In many ways, the work  
was focused on the family, everyone contributing, even me and my young—
at the time—five year old cousin from time to time.

But there the similarities stopped. Fiorenza’s husband, Franco, 
taught high school English—but he was really an artist—and today is very 
successful as such. My uncle, Michelangelo, he hiked as often as he could, 
the only of his seven other siblings to do so. He did things his way, thought 
about the outside world, encouraged me to travel, to be educated, to work 
hard and to live hard. He became and remains my single most influential  
role model—even though he didn’t consider Paris worthy of my time. 
Another cousin was a airline pilot—he became one after being a mechanic  
in the Italian air force—he even learned English—which was very difficult  
for him—merely because he wanted to fly. Another cousin ran an import 
business—these were businesses they started.

Collectively, they were continuously engaged with the wider world even 
as they insisted that the local food was the ideal diet, that only food made 
in Italy, and really, in the Veneto, was worth eating, and worth spending 
time eating, that you had to raise your own chickens for freshness and buy 
bread freshly baked every day. Their homes were fortresses—thick walled 
buildings, gated entrances and gated driveways often opening through quite 
climbable fences or walls. The gates were nearly omnipresent, even when 
the driveway was literally the length of the car, and the distance from the 
sidewalk through the gate to the front door was three meters. Their homes 
were their refuges, rarely hosting guests other than family at dinner, curtains 
drawn, doors secured. There was no crime that I saw, no obvious reason, 
though my colleague observed that this was a crossroads area, a place that 
had seen invasion and conquest throughout memorable history, and perhaps 
the gates were more psychological than practical.

Later on, I read about the history of Venice and its thousand-year 
history as a republic, about its wealth, her openness to the world, their 
embrace of places and people outside themselves, their exposure and 
engagement through trade and even conquest in the service of protecting 
their trading routes and concessions throughout the Adriatic and 
Mediterranean, from Constantinople to Egypt. Venetians were driven—they 
strove mightily for global dominance in trade, wealth and prestige.  
They transformed the European world through their trade and engagement.  
They adapted continuously to new situations, drawing on and resolute in  
the firm rootedness of their beautiful and impenetrable city in the lagoon.

In some ways, transforming, striving and adapting seems to be at 
least somewhat about engaging the world productively, optimistically and 
even joyfully. Clearly, my Italian family has embraced and engaged; they’ve 
adapted, they’ve transformed their businesses. They’ve even transformed 
their homes—even while maintaining the “old” look they are required to 
maintain according to building codes.

But there’s another side to adapting—a side that is more about 
resilience in the face of change, about nimbleness while lacking control 
and about agility while navigating uncertainty. In some ways, this is the 
experience of my Puerto Rican family—their collective, mutual support 
means they have more variables—more people, more skills, more friends—
to differentially adapt to changing conditions outside their control. It might 
not be optimal for any one of them, or for any “nuclear” family unit, but it 
seems to work for them—those who have share when they have it because 
those who don’t have now, might later.

I’ve clearly seem similar examples of this in my field work. In Ecuador, 
family members coming to the US send money back to their families in their 
home towns. They work together, each doing what he or she can. In India,  
we saw similar patterns where families almost thoughtfully decided how 
young adults would prepare for adulthood—whether through certain 
marriages (for women)—or in certain professions or jobs (for men and 
women). Not everyone would be destined for college. It’s almost like each 
person was a resource and together they seemed to plan to optimize  
the collection of resources across a spectrum of risk for maximum resilience.

But it’s more to the former that most of my own field work has lent 
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itself. In Viet Nam, China, India, Nepal, Catalunya, Basque Country, Scotland, 
Korea, Hungary—many people were striving for something—for change, 
for transformation for something new and different, something that lifted 
whatever weight or loosened whatever chokehold that was holding them 
back, keeping them down. Bal Joshi (Thamel.com), Satyan Mishra (Drishtee.
com), Matyas Gaspar (Telehaz)—they weren’t just running businesses. What 
they had in mind was nothing less than a transformation of their respective 
countries by adapting technologies to their own needs working within their 
extant local systems. In the Basque Country, Scotland, and Catalunya, 
whether through violence (mostly Basque and in the past) or through 
various cultural organizations or political avenues—they wanted nothing 
less than sovereignty—to be considered Basque/Scottish/Catalan first, to 
be identified as such, to speak their own language, to maintain their own 
culture, to rule and run their own institutions.

In each of these cases, these people embraced the world around them 
for what it was and engaged the world around them for what they might 
transform it into. In every case, they were driven—striving for something 
bigger than themselves, adapting to changing conditions along the way. 
From my experiences, it’s the rarer cases, those cases of people with 
seemingly fewer resources, where it’s the reverse, where it’s about adapting 
to uncontrolled and uncertain circumstances, emphasizing the collective 
as a means of distributing foreseen and unforeseen risks to optimize their 
resiliency over the long term.

What’s interesting to me is that digital technologies—connectivity  
and content—seem to me much more readily useful for and ready to support 
transformation through adaptation. Digital technologies seem to have  
the potential to enable both the more ready distribution of risk through 
collectivities as well as offering tremendous as yet untapped potential 
for transformation for those both sufficiently imaginative and sufficiently 
motivated. And although I’m aware of reigning power structures, of 
oppressive governments and/or institutions, I think I believe—perhaps 
strongly—in the power of people to connect and join in common cause for 
justice, for a release from oppression, for opportunity for transformation,  
for change, for better lives.

I think technologies are only now on the brink of affording these 

capabilities. I believe social scientists have an obligation not only to describe 
the now, the institutions of today, the structures of our time, but also to 
understand the forces of transformation, how institutions change, how some 
end and others are started, and begin to plan for, provide for and enable 
the structures of civic change. Social scientists are the only ones who can 
intermingle not only the economies of today’s institutions, but also the 
political economies and social/power structures of them to understand how 
to dismantle those of today, but also to construct new ones according to 
new rules afforded by new technologies and new technological capabilities.

And that’s the design challenge here. What technological enablers 
should we consider that bring Gandhi’s admonition to life: to enable people 
to literally be or make the change they want to see? How do we design 
for continuous (intelligent?) systemic change? How do we design for 
adaptability, for adaptation? What does it mean to construct technologies 
of transformation? What does it mean for institutions to “end”, for others to 
“begin”? What does it mean for the people involved? What does it mean for 
people to “adapt” under these conditions? Does transformation from outside 
become a new form of oppression or one of liberation?

What we know is that collective efforts for significant change have  
been tried and successful at the national level. Of course, this has been  
as a response to oppression, corruption or just malignant incompetence.  
But we know the underlying communications technologies enabled—or,  
to not get in the middle of this debate—at least significantly aided in  
these transformations.

We also know that not all transformation needs be at the national level. 
What we’re looking for here are continuous transformations. Rather than 
wait for an institution’s effectiveness to run its course, perhaps we can 
create technological capabilities that afford a new concept of continuously 
evolving institutions with concomitant social structures. What would 
this look like? What technologies can we develop that can understand 
institutional effectiveness—writ large—and begin to either suggest 
adaptations or, in fact, adapt in some way?

On the other hand, we also know that people have a desire for stability, 
for consistency and for managing risk. We know this—we have been 
trained to think about “job security”, about having work ongoing. We even 



56 57

saw this in our work—people and families with uncertain expectations for 
future security take measures to mitigate their risk. We need to consider 
technologies that specifically support the mitigation of financial risk—
perhaps by increasing the number of opportunities available by extending 
and re-extending networks on a continuous basis, or perhaps by creating 
common grounds “insurance” of a sort which would of course require some 
sort of new business models in addition to technologies, or perhaps by being 
able to own the rights to technological solutions individuals actually make.

In some ways, many of these issues revolve around large scale network 
action of some sort. Wikipedia is an example of this. Crowd sourcing 
capabilities in general are another—albeit they are in their neonatal stage at 
best. I see significant hope in networked, collective internet based/enabled 
transformations. These capabilities are a significant and, I believe from an 
experiential viewpoint, a fundamentally new set of capabilities for humanity. 
Whether we call them “crowd sourcing technologies” or various forms of 
“collective effort” technologies and capabilities, they allow people of like 
mind to come together for some period of time from over the globe, achieve 
something, and disband (or not) per choice. As networks build, so too will be 
the need to maintain them, keep them alive, active, ready. This is also a new 
human capacity—not unlike the capacity to write or read, one that though 
very prevalent still requires work.

With more than seven billion people in the world, with populations 
migrating increasingly to cities, with more and more engineers and people 
with engineering capabilities participating online and more and more people 
interacting from far flung parts of the world, we will need to benefit from 
technologies to help find others of like mind, to work together on challenges 
we face, to provide culturally, socially, economically relevant mutual support 
and action. These are complicated and complex technologies—they come 
to life at the border of technology and human endeavor. Thinking about 
and designing for continuous institutional evolution, large scale, collective, 
network action and mitigating future risks—to my mind –requires social 
science input. In fact, it requires collective social science input in action.



5958

LISTEN

We visit people, we live with them, work with them, interview them, be 
with them—we are, in many way, eye-witnesses. We are supposed to listen 
to them and report back. We are, we purport to be, their representatives 
inside our company, in books we write, technologies and products we invent, 
and services we offer.

Some years ago, I was the on the staff of a product group. I reported 
to the General Manager. Turns out he lived in Folsom, California, where we 
have a large site. And Folsom has a body of water called Lake Natoma, where 
people row. You know: rowing, long, thin “egg shell” like boats like in the 
Olympics or the Ivy Leagues.

Well, we were all in Folsom for a few days of business meetings and 
Willy, the manager, arranged one of those dreaded “team building events” 
that only nerds can organize. He got 16 of us together for a “rowing lesson” 
at the Lake Natoma boathouse. They had a special “learners” boat—two 
skulls ganged together with eight seats in each. It looked like this:

Our trainer was the boat captain. In principle, it was the easiest thing 
ever. You get in the boat and row. The trick, of course, is to row together  
as one. When I lived in Boston, I tried rowing for a week. It was awesome.  
But the schedule was not sustainable for me at the time, I had to abandon. 
But in just that week, one of my very favorite things about rowing was the 
need to submerge my own ego, to row as part of the crew, as it were.  
Rowing wasn’t about “me”, but about “us”. It’s like I imagine being in a choir, 
or a band—though my musical talent is without peer. (No one is as bad as  
I am.) To do something bigger than we are as individuals, we must modulate 
our individuality. Rowing is not about personal style, per se, it’s about 
personal contribution to the collective. And it starts with listening: Listening 
not for what you want to hear, but listening for what you need to hear.

We drifted out in the still lake. We’d already sat still through the 
classroom introductions; and we’d sat on the “rowing machines” in the 
training center practicing what it means to “row” in one of these boats— 
a sliding seat, two hands on one oar, stroke, stroke, stroke, together.

It was an uncharacteristically cold, grey day in Folsom and we  
were eager to row if only to warm up. But really, we were eager because 
we’re “doers”, we get things done. We’re in the high tech industry; we work  

People in the same place, at the same time, paying 

attention to the same event see, hear—and report—

different things. Just the research on eye-witness 

testimony should be enough to make us all sit up 

straight and think two or three times about what  

it is we do for a living.
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at Intel. Enough talk! Let’s go already! The captain began to instruct us.  
“OK, everyone, to row together, we need to start together. This is how we 
start: knees bent, arms straight, blades flat on the water.

I was in the bow, facing backwards; I could see everyone. Three of us 
got it right. Me, Willy and the guy in front of me. Two of us had done this 
before. Three out sixteen were able to listen to simple instructions and 
take the right actions to put our bodies in the position the captain told us. 
Three. It took the Captain six or eight or ten more times—I lost count in 
my frustration—for the sixteen of us to get the initial position sufficiently 
precise before we could even contemplate rowing. And we’re not talking 
perfect. We’re talking minimum sufficiency.

Then he told us how to row: “Just drop the oar in water and pull. Don’t 
push with your legs. No legs. Just drop the oar and pull.” Again, three—the 
same three—of sixteen did it right—everyone else pushed with their legs or 
slid further forward. Or something completely unexpected. And the rest of 
the time didn’t get any better. We didn’t really learn. It took more than an 
hour just to get a few strokes together.

There’s a lot we could say about this. There’s a lot you could probably 
say about this. In many ways it was actually the very best “team building” 
event ever—it was certainly not cliché. And it certainly did expose the nature 
of “team” to a group of individuals. It was also—at least initially—the most 
depressing team building exercise ever—exactly the opposite of what it’s 
supposed to be, really. I mean, we couldn’t even row together! How could  
we do something much more complex—like bring a new computer out on  
the market?

 In fact, it was worse. Rowing requires we all do the same thing, no 
specialization, whereas bringing out a product requires we all do separate 
things in coordination, each with specific roles. So, the fact that we couldn’t 
row was not so bad. Ok, it was bad. But what was really bad—much worse, in 
fact—was that we couldn’t, as a group of individuals, sitting in a boat—the 
only boat on a still lake—listen well enough to the only man talking at us 
with a bullhorn to sit right to get started. Now that was bad.

There was another time here at Intel a long time ago, we were doing 
some work with families and we were reporting some of our findings to 
an engineering team. One of the lead engineers was intrigued and wanted 

me to come to his house to do with his family what we did with our other 
participants. I did. He loved it. In fact, he loved it so much he became one 
of our biggest supporters. He was telling people how we came to his house, 
and what we talked about, etc. One time, he started telling a story that 
his wife told me and it made me uncomfortable because I heard that story 
rather differently than he did.

He was an active man. He had climbed mountains and now raced bikes. 
One day, climbing Mt. McKinley, there was a problem at the camp and it was 
reported in the news. There was, at the time, no way for him to communicate 
his (safe) situation to his wife and she had been worried. As he said in an 
aside: I climbed mountains and nothing ever happened to me. I ride a bicycle 
and it puts me in the hospital.

Anyway, as his wife was telling me the story, about the mountain 
climbing, and the brain injury recovery from the cycling accident, it was 
clear we’d entered into one of those moments in an interview where there’s 
a certain ethereal intensity—it wasn’t anything she said, per se, or anything 
he did, per se. But it was clear she was telling us: she loves him deeply and 
she worries about him and she buries that worry because he loves what he 
does and she loves him enough that she doesn’t discourage him and even 
supports him. It also was clear she was telling him that his activities are not 
just about him, and that every now and again it would be good to remember 
that he loves her too.

The original topic of the conversation was about the advent of mobile 
communications. The story she ended up telling wasn’t about electronic 
and mobile communications, per se—not like the engineer heard it. Not like 
he was telling it in our meetings. The story she told was perhaps merely an 
allegory—a symbolic narrative about connection—about her connection 
to him, about their emotional interconnectedness, about who they were 
together as well as what they do apart about how much she loved him.  
In the interview, I felt the tension, the intensity, the story so heavily laden 
with love. As he retold the story in our meetings—it was much more about 
technological possibilities.

At one point, he told the story to a group of people in such a way 
that, if there was a careful listener, he was revealing a bit more than was 
his intention and he was implicating me in the telling and it made me 
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uncomfortable because I had heard that story in the way I described.  
And it dawned on me that he hadn’t heard it that way at all. So I asked him. 
I told him what I heard and what I inferred from what I’d heard. I told him I 
know much more about him and his relationship with his wife than perhaps 
he realized and he might consider how he tells the story, especially in public.

He was flabbergasted because he suddenly realized that not only was I 
right, but that I could get so much from just that story. So, on the one hand, 
it was a moment of personal vindication—I was not mistaken in what I’d 
heard. On the other hand, I too was astounded that he hadn’t heard it  
like I had—and it was his wife! I’d forgotten, or at least taken for granted 
the power of careful listening, the ability to infer and deduce from what’s 
said and what’s not said, to know the difference between the two, and to 
extrapolate forward from the total.

In some ways, I was grateful this happened earlier in my field work than 
later. It’s something I’ve been hyper aware of for years now and it’s served 
me well, I believe. And though it’s different in other languages, and in other 
countries, I’ve heard much that’s never been said. And much that’s not been 
said has been heard with and through our guides—one colleague, David 
Prendergast calls it “seeing around the corners of a conversation”.

When we embark on field work in other countries, we try to hire another 
social scientist and ideally someone who’s from that country, trained in the 
US or Britain and now living and working in their home country again—that 
is, someone who can handle multiple levels of “meaning” simultaneously. 
Clearly, we need language translation—what words are being said.  
But we also need intent, idiom and nuance translation simultaneously—ours 
to them, them to us. We also need what else they’re saying—or not saying.  
And finally, we need the overall cultural context of what they’re saying  
and not saying. This is a lot of listening at one time for one person to do.  
We usually have two people. It’s still a lot. A proper encounter is 
exhausting—it’s exhilarating too! But it’s exhausting—one cannot help but 
be tired. Listening to, for and with is hard work. Much harder than talking.

My father and I, when I was growing up, used to get into “discussions”. 
It could be about anything. I argued about everything with the assurance 
of a teenager who thinks he knows everything. In fact, that was a phrase 
commonly used in our home of two parents and a grandmother: “Oh, you 

think you know everything, don’t you?! Well, you don’t. You need to listen 
more; talk less. Learn to listen.” I hated that line: You need to learn to listen 
more, talk less. Learn to listen. First, it meant the argument/discussion was 
over. Second, it was condescending and demeaning. I mean, it just was.

On the other hand, I was born at the tail end of the general parental 
disposition of “children should be seen and not heard”. It may shock some  
of you that there was such a time in America. But there was, and I lived it.  
So when my Uncle Paul came over to visit, he and Dad would have 
discussions too. They argued/discussed anything—what cars were good 
and bad, what chess openings were better that others, what Chrysler should 
do or not do, politics, how to fix something on the house and even such 
unresolvable topics as: if “absolute good” and “absolute evil” were locked  
in a room, who would “win”.

 And I listened—if only because there was nothing else to do. No cousins. 
No TV. I didn’t always understand what they were saying. But I know now 
that I heard much more than their words. I heard their passion. I got to 
know when their passion was laced with humor or underscored with severity. 
I heard their concern. I knew when they were really concerned about 
something—like, they actually had to do something—as compared to a more 
general concern beyond their control. I could hear certainty and uncertainty 
in their voices. I knew when one thought for sure he was right and the other 
maybe doubted himself. I could see each accept when the other had a good 
idea that was different from one. I could see them “keep face” with each 
other—never going in for “the kill”, as it might have been, but always giving 
the other a way out of a logical jam, a new path to pursue, the end of one 
conversation and the start of another. I saw disagreement. I saw perspective 
and opinion. But I never—not once—saw hostility, bitterness, animosity or 
even anger. I am not saying it didn’t happen. I just didn’t see it—not in their 
conversations. (I saw enough anger directed at me to know what that was!)

When I got bored listening to them, I would go sit with my mother, 
grandmother and aunt. They sat in the kitchen. Sometimes they played card  
games they taught me so I’d be the handy “fourth” for games like pinochle. 
Of course, with three moms and one boy, the minute I sat down, they 
brought me food. As you might imagine, they talked about very different 
things: They talked about people. Yes, it was actually that stereotypical. 
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They talked about all the goings-on across family and friends. Sometimes  
I asked questions, but mostly I just sat there, eating. And listening.

And, again, now, in retrospect, I heard things over and over—I heard 
pain. I heard the pain that comes with illness, though explicit pain was rarely 
mentioned that I recall. I heard the consternation, the worry, the uncertainty 
that came with someone “going in for a test”. I felt the emotional pain they 
seemed to feel at another person’s misfortune. I also heard judgment—they 
most certainly were not without judgment of people’s foibles. But it was a 
matter-of-fact judgment, not a condemnation; it just was.

They rarely argued, it turned out. They always agreed. At least until  
a little later when my Mom would sometimes tell me otherwise: Sometimes 
she just “…doesn’t agree with my aunt or my grandmother and that they 
drive her to the crazy house sometimes.” And so, I learned to hear discord 
and disagreement expressed over the long haul of decades of relationships 
masked in polite conversation. I learned to hear not only when, but why 
conversations shifted from one to another, in addition to the fact that they 
just had.

Of course, I was unaware of any of this at the time. I didn’t even know 
it was weird to spend so much time with adults. I also didn’t know that not 
everyone’s Mom made their lunch every day for school and asked what they 
wanted for breakfast the night before, e.g., Eggs? Pancakes? Oatmeal? It 
was years before I realized I had an incredible capacity to listen to people 
talk for hours on end. I can still talk up a storm when I want to, or need to. 
But when I have to, or want to or have a need to, or am just curious, I can 
just sit and listen, at whatever level—sometimes to exhaustion.

It’s not that special. There are lots of people who can do this. Though, 
from my rowing experience, it’s maybe 3 out of 16, or about 19% of the 
population! Seriously, others can do it. But for us, we have three questions: 
How can we learn to listen better? How can we learn to listen with intention? 
How can we design for others to hear more & how to represent what we  
hear to do it justice?

In Vietnam, I heard eager optimism—a veil lifting, a curtain rising, 
a door opening, though rarely voiced. In China, I heard desperation and 
despair among the rural poor and the urban immigrants– no hope for their 
kids to stay on the farm, easy to find work, hard to keep working. In Ecuador, 

I heard longing—the deep and painful longing of loved ones so far away 
in time and space; and I heard resignation loss and the helplessness that 
some price must be paid, but that it’s just not clear what price—distance, 
infidelity, illness, injury, death. In India, I heard trepidation—things are “OK 
now”, but could be better, but that means giving up something in the hope  
of getting something better—and there’s risk in that. In Scotland, I heard 
the sound of perceived oppression and the deep love of home and land.  
In Kenya, I heard belonging, belonging to a group, to a people, to a tribe  
and only later to a country. In Norway, I heard consternation as their 
collective sense of self was being challenged by a changing demographic.

And almost everywhere I hear—and feel—fear. Fear is pervasive, it 
infuses the optimistic, the cynical and the pessimistic, the young, the old, 
the educated and the naïve. And I don’t do fieldwork in war zones or refugee 
camps or the like. In Egypt, I met a family who were simply “afraid”—of 
tomorrow, of what it would not bring—food. They—all 6 of them—“lived”—
lived, including their bathroom, such as it was, in a nine square meter room. 
In Scotland, there was fear of what dissolution with Britain could bring  
even as (some) welcomed it. In the Basque country, there was fear of and 
from the state, fear for the collective position of the Basque vis-à-vis Spain.  
In Ecuador, there was pervasive fear of losing their indigenous identity—
and fear that they were doing it to themselves—a fear of helplessness that 
they never articulated. Even the relatively powerful are afraid—even if it’s 
far more subtle, far more submerged—but they are, nevertheless, afraid 
of changes they can’t control, perhaps being increasingly used to having 
control, their fear of limits is more acute.

No one said these things. They just were. There were hints, tones 
of voice, nods of a head, pauses in their stories, blank stares, pauses for 
thought, expression of face and body, punctuated moments of stillness and 
motion, transitions, abrupt endings to a line of thought. Occasionally a tear.

But I fear no one is listening. Or if they are, they‘re listening for the 
wrong reasons. Can schools exploit the desperation of rural Chinese? You 
bet they can! Can financial companies in the US (and elsewhere) exploit 
the fear of security for the elderly? Sure! Can people design terrific mobile 
communication technologies and miss the point entirely? Yes.

The internet was designed—at least mythically—as a fault tolerant 
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transmission network for command and control in the event of nuclear war. 
Clearly, the infrastructure has been exploited for far more. On top of all that, 
there are myriad fundamental, digital technologies, devices and applications. 
I’ve even worked on some of them.

And though perhaps I’ve listened, I don’t think I’ve heard. And I’ve 
certainly not acted. I feel like one of the 13 other rowers at the start— 
my knees straight or my oar up—hearing words, but not enough to sit 
right—and it’s just been pointed out to me. I feel like my engineer friend 
whose blinders were just removed. For as good as a listener I might be,  
have I somehow committed an injustice—listening and perhaps even hearing  
but not acting?

 If I think I’ve heard what I think I’ve heard, then our work needs to 
address desperation, longing, belonging, optimism, fear, etc. We should not 
address them as ancillary to other things, but head on. The question  
comes back to us as in the prior sections: How can we design a digital 
society that alleviates fear, oppression, desperation, diffusion, uncertainty, 
longing, etc., while enhancing optimism, opportunity, participation and 
belonging? Is this even the right question? What does it mean to “hear” 
desperation and then do something about it? Can we even measure 
desperation to know what it is, what to do with it—can we even measure 
what only few can hear? Would it help to design technologies that can help 
alleviate despair, desperation, longing? What would it mean to do that—and 
not have it be about hand-outs, or charity? Is there a “third way” to think 
about these issues?

For example, suppose for a moment we could simply detect global 
despair. Just that. Just detect it. What could we do? Suppose we  
could localize it, even understand it. Or the opposite—suppose we can 
listen for hope, not explicitly, not as in a questionnaire “How hopeful are you 
for the future”, but in the context of a story or a conversation. Maybe we 
could “hear” it in some way? What could we do? What could they do? What 
could others do to help? Can we help each other pull ourselves up by our 
bootstraps? Could we magnify the hope and dispel the shadows? Should we?

I suppose that’s a very literal example of how we can “listen” and  
“hear” better, in context. But suppose we could augment how we hear  
each other—not necessarily how I heard my Mom or Dad or Uncle or Aunt,  

but how I might hear a comment to story from someone I don’t know, whose 
text is all I have now? What would it mean to our ability to “participate”, to 
understand each other, to really converse, to exchange thoughts, recognize 
when the other has a point, and help each other keep face for the next time?

If, as I contend, we’re going to live lives increasingly intertwined with 
digital technologies, we cannot hope for the digital to simply replicate the 
physical. There will always be something to be gained by being with the 
adults. But we need to gain more—so much more—by being with each other 
than we have to date. 

We have to be able to listen, to hear. We have to know 

when we’re not hearing, when we’re not understanding. 

And we have to be able to take action. We have to.
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BELIEVE

If you go to parts of Italy, including my family’s home place in the 
Veneto region, but also much of Italy—the homes often look as if they’re 
falling down. The plaster is crumbling, the stones are dirty, the windows are 
dark. There’s an air of noble decay, a visible presence of the past, of the 
natural order of things—aging, decay—of even the built environment being 
a part of that nature, falling into disrepair and indeed there’s really very little 
one can do to bring back youth and beauty. And if you recall the mention  
of the “walls and gates” from our earlier chapter, you realize that outsides 
are not particularly invited.

But this is on the outside. On the inside, they are often stunningly 
beautiful. Wonderful furnishings, rich draperies, original works of master 

craftsmen and artists. The insides—well, the insides reflect an inner life 
of warmth and beauty. They reflect the interests and tastes of the family. 
The art, often from friends—the Italians have the concept of the “Sunday 
Painter”, much the way we in the US have the “Sunday Driver”—reflects and 
reminds them of who their friends and family are. Their wealth is on display 
inside. And not many people get to come inside.

 And so, it wasn’t particularly hard for me to save money. In fact, it was 
an easy contrast with my mother’s Puerto Rican side. Her parents—in New 
York, working jobs that paid the bills—well, they didn’t save a penny. They 
literally spent what they had to spend. They were excellent—even up to my 
grandmother’s death in her 90’s—at living precisely within their means—
not a penny more, not a penny less. But there really was very little concept 
of saving money for anything beyond, say, a plane ticket to Puerto Rico, or 
some such relatively immediate gratification.

After the time living in Puerto Rico and New York, our day to day was 
lived through my father’s family. So, when I had money to save, it was then, 
and it was easy to save. It was easy to combine saving of money with my 
longer term goals. I believed in my goals. And the thing is this: there was 
really very little reasonable evidence from within my family that I should 
rationally believe in the viability of my goals. But I did anyway, as many 
people do.

In some ways, both sides of my family expressed their belief in the 
future, albeit in different ways, haven’t they? My mother’s parents—well, by 
spending everything today, they simply believed that there’d be a tomorrow 
to spend more, that tomorrow would be OK—God’s will, they said. And off 
they went, happily enjoying their lives. My father’s side—well, I know that 
they lived by the “save for a rainy day” motto. They knew tomorrow would 
come and that tomorrow might well not be the tomorrow you were hoping 
for. They hedged against the future. They saved in part out of fear of the 
future, not hope in it.

In the Basque Country, people struggled with their “investment”  
in the future. In my time there, the movement for an autonomous Basque 
Country was shifting from methods of violence as the primary means to 
coerce the central Spanish government to grant their freedom to methods 
of establishing strong cultural identity—through Basque schools, language, 

When I was growing up, I not only knew people lived 

“better” than I did—it wasn’t hard to see—but I also 

believed it was possible for me to do so—when I grew 

up, if certain things happened, if I went to college,  

if I were able to get a job, etc. I set goals. I saved 

money from my paper route and working at the gas 

station. Though we didn’t have terribly much, I didn’t 

squander my money—there was a strong “save your 

money” ethic in from my father’s side in my household.  

And his mother lived with us. Two older Italian people 

who really didn’t understand why anyone—even  

the very wealthy—would in any way demonstrate their 

wealth publicly.
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signage, art, architecture, sports, etc. They believed in “Basqueness”. They 
believed—and still believe—in a future where there will be a strong Basque 
presence, where they will know they are Basque and so will everyone else.

In Viet Nam, the people—the kids!—believed in the possibility of 
something better. They understood almost intuitively, for example, that 
learning English was beneficial, useful, and so they tried it out on us. You see 
this in many places, of course, but here—here there was a different feeling. 
Here it was equal parts novelty, a genuine attempt to see if they could 
indeed speak and a demonstration of their motivation to speak. It wasn’t 
just because some Americans were there. The parents, the teachers—they 
worked hard with the students. The government people we visited also 
talked about an opening, a new engagement with the world. The people were 
infused with a vitality of hopefulness I rarely see distributed so widely across 
the population. For example, in the schools we visited—it was more than an 
intrinsic desire to learn—it was that school was preparing the people and 
thus the nation for something new, something better.

It was similar in Hungary. The “iron curtain” had fallen only about a 
dozen years earlier. Many people were still adjusting to the new conditions. 
In the cities, Pecs, Budapest, clearly there had been more rapid development 
after the opening. But the country settlements had been largely left out 
of the development. Matyas Gaspar’s Telehaz movement was not only 
exquisitely done, but it provided a catalyst of hope to the people—it gave 
them cause, reason to believe that their lives would improve, could improve. 
At least some of them.

The Telehaz movement was more than a redistribution of funds, more 
than acquisition of grants for various endeavors. In two adjoining towns, for 
example, two of the more enterprising Telehazak (plural for Telehaz), in a 
grass roots effort, had joined forces. One of the Telehazak was responsible 
for the “business end” of the efforts—scouring the grant possibilities, 
making connections between grants and individuals in the towns, writing  
the grant applications and administering the grants. The other Telehaz  
was responsible for providing a place for young people to “hang out” free  
of alcohol, an erstwhile problem in much of Hungary, but rural parts 
especially, not having any other “third place” to hang out, to be youthful. 
The combination not only provided needed services to those two towns,  

but they also provided a contagious inspiration that it was possible for 
things to get better, that it was possible to overcome what had been decades 
of oppression and hopelessness.

In some ways, it was, I suppose, just that easy to overcome what had 
been a collective form of learned helplessness. Martin Seligman’s original 
work uncovered the notion of learned helplessness, where animals and 
people, when presented with enough instances of complete lack of control  
to noxious stimuli, fail to exercise control when later offered the 
opportunity—they have learned to be helpless. Harrison White, in his work, 
Identity and Control, brings this concept to the societal level, suggesting 
that when the goals of a people—a community, a cohort, a nation—are 
not met, they can begin to suffer from a sense of collective inability to take 
action. White’s arguments derive from the notion of control derived from 
identity and role within a social structure. Moreover, White argues that it’s 
not the stability of control that matters, but the fluidity of control to adapt 
and take action on a going-forward basis. And this is what we see with 
something like the Telehaz movement—it provides control within the social 
structure, expanding identity and, I argue, provides a foundation for belief  
in the future because people begin to see that their actions—individual  
and collective—can make a difference.

I want to return now to our friends in Cañar. The transformation in  
the ten years since the first time we visited is amazing. But what did it take? 
Whereas for hundreds of years the indigenous population had been severely 
oppressed, the burden had been lifting. A landmark legal ruling repatriated 
land back to some people. A young man went to college and stayed to 
contribute to his community (rather than leave and come to America—a chance  
he had, a path he didn’t take). Another of his cohort became the first 
indigenous owner of a shop in the town. An ex-patriot woman on a Fulbright 
scholarship ends up establishing a scholarship program for young women  
to attend university. A Cañari man is elected as mayor.

The difference I felt over a span of ten years was really quite astounding. 
There was a much greater sense that change was possible. There was  
a spring in people’s step, the “Inti Raymi” fair was well attended, with 
indigenous and non-indigenous alike mixing, attending, enjoying. I’m not 
saying everything’s roses and puppies; but I am saying that I felt the current 
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state was much improved; and not only the current state, but there was also 
a belief in the potential of even more improvement—a belief in the efficacy  
of the people themselves.

Perhaps nowhere, though, was belief in the future more in evidence 
to me, personally, than in South Korea. This is a country whose economic 
position in the OECD rankings shifted from near the bottom of the rankings 
to near the top of the rankings within a generation. As one of the Asian 
Tigers, about which so much has been written, the rise in the nation’s 
standard of living is nothing short of astounding. In fact, we’ve done some 
work on this—we know some of the cultural factors that contribute to 
nations “punching above their weight”. Two examples are 1) the ability  
to make nimble, effective decisions from a centralized structure and 2)  
a “normative ethos”—a collective identity of “who we are”.

But what I want to focus on here is what people told me of that  
time—people of that cohort that came of age during the transition. It starts 
simply—my colleague takes out a clipboard—not a very standard clipboard, 
but one with a little “style”, and the person we were interviewing asks to 
see it, examines it, and it turns out was looking for where it was made, and 
chastising my colleague for its having been made in Japan (Japan having 
been a brutal occupying force within memory). They also talked of self 
sacrifice. One man told me that he wanted to be a teacher, but that the 
country needed construction workers, so that’s what he did—and this in  
a nation of 99% literacy, and one that has valued literacy for all citizens  
for the last 500 years since the development of the alphabet.

We were there during part of the time when Korea was host to the 
World Cup. I’ve never seen so many people so in synch as in Korea during 
the world cup. We watched one match against Korea at one family’s home. 
No one was on the street. No one. Anywhere we could see. After one match, 
which Korea won, everyone was in the street; they filled the center of Seoul. 
But here’s the amazing thing my colleagues told me: after the celebration, 
a soft song percolated through the crowd “time to clean up”, and everyone 
looked about them, bent down, and picked up trash they could see. Old 
ladies, young kids, grown men. Now that’s something you don’t see—like, 
ever—in the US. This is a people who believe in the possibility of a better 
future—and they believe in their own ability, individually and collectively,  

to make it happen.
In all of these examples, they all, as did I in my youth, believe in the 

possibility of an improved future state, of the chance that the way things are 
today not only don’t have to be the same tomorrow, but that with effort it 
will also be different—must be different, better, improved—than today.

I’m not arguing that “believing” was the cause of these changes. I am 
merely asserting that having belief in the possibility of something better  
was common across many of the places and with many of the people I’ve 
met. I’m arguing that having the belief—believing in a better future—is  
a motivator; believing can inspire action. I suppose this word, believe, is of 
interest to me because while I saw it in many of the people I’ve visited with,  
I am not so sure I have any of it myself.

Part of the reason for this little book is to consider how we as social 
scientists can collectively influence the design of societies in a digital age—
to take advantage of the fact that we know a lot more about people and 
living than we did at the last major transition in the industrial revolution 
and we can do better. And yet, day in and day out what we see is news of 
catastrophes due to one of the seven deadly sins, which seem to cover the 
range: gluttony, greed, pride, lust, envy, sloth and especially wrath—the 
latter with guns.

On the other hand, and this might seem like a non-sequitor, but bear 
with me, all the latest business literature on career development emphases 
focusing on people’s strengths and building on the them, encouraging them, 
expanding them, enhancing them rather than emphasizing the negative or 
the “things you did wrong”, look at what was done right and magnify those. 
Rather than a constant bombardment of news of the “seven”, we should 
figure ways to counter the prevailing media culture to provide a basis or  
a catalyst for believing in a better future. The people who have belief, these 
are the people who keep going in the face of resistance; these are the people 
who recover quickly from setbacks; these are the people who strive to take 
positive action continuously. And they do it as a people, as a collective  
as well as individuals.

I think it’s very reasonable to suggest that digital technologies can 
connect people of action and belief and support them, magnify their outlook, 
enhance their ability to take positive action. Of late, we’ve started to see the 
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power of the collective—whether it’s as stunning as national revolutions or 
merely as progressive as pressuring for institutions to change, for example, 
their policies on bias and discrimination.

I read a story the other day. Two men were holding hands, standing 
in line at a food truck and talking and laughing about the movie they’d just 
seen. A man in front of them told them to cut it out with the “gay stuff”.  
What surprised the two men was that it was all the other people in line—
straight people—who made it quite clear to the one man that it was not 
OK to talk that way. And the food truck refused him service to boot. That’s 
positive action from a collective of people not cowed by someone who 
otherwise perceived he had power, and had they not spoken up, would have 
been reinforced in that belief. That’s action by people who believed they 
could make a change. And their actions will reinforce them in carrying it 
forward subsequently.

How can we specifically design digital technologies to help people 
believe things can change? One of my favorite metrics is the Bhutan notion 
of “gross national happiness”. The new king, in the early 70’s suggested 
making policies that emphasized wellbeing—and they did. They worked 
with people to create a way to measure it and off they went. That shifted 
the way people looked at policy—from “problems” to “wellbeing”. In terms 
of thinking about technologies, I’d like to point out the preliminary work 
of Adam Kramer from the University of Oregon. (http://dmrussell.net/
CHI2010/docs/p287.pdf) He was able to analyze “emotion words” in all 
of Facebook as a proxy metric for Gross National Happiness. This is merely 
one example of new approaches to understanding how we are as a people 
making use of the relatively new assets we have in our digital lives.

One might think it’s just two sides of the same coin. But I don’t think it 
is. A focus on wellbeing is, from its initial stance, potentially a reframing of 
how to think about policy: Rather than pitting power vs. power—emphasizing 
something that needs to be “fixed” to meet some minimum level of 
performance, it encourages an emphasis toward collective action to raise 
standards across the board—providing for wellbeing is different than fixing 
a problem. Of course, sometimes fixing a problem does make things better. 
In the past, though, perhaps we’ve had too much focus on “fixing problems”, 
per se. And making any change—whether “fixing” something or creating 

something new requires action. People who believe that “better” is possible  
seem to me to be people who, over the long term, take action.

I think, hope, believe that moving forward, in an 

increasingly digital world, we can focus much more on 

individual and collective action to promote the higher 

bar of “wellbeing”.
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