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Foreword
BY AMARTYA SEN
W. B. Yeats worried about things falling apart when people’s differences turn destructive. This can, obviously, be a cause for alarm. And yet a well-thought-out understanding of an integrated society can accommodate many useful diversities within it. Ro Khanna’s beautifully written book, Dignity in a Digital Age, offers a graceful picture of the coexistence of disparate ways of living, allowing justice and fairness. People can jointly benefit from richly varying opportunities which can be made accessible to all, even though they come from—and have background in—many different communities.
Dignity in a Digital Age is an exciting book, written by a much admired U.S. congressman who is also an innovative social thinker. Whether we consider the future of America, or of other places, we have reason to be grateful to Ro Khanna. There is much foundational work to be done in the problem-ridden world in which we live, and it is wonderful to find a treasure trove of creative proposals to address the unique challenges of the digital age.
The technological world has been moving ahead offering potentially huge opportunities to people across the world. And yet differences in the practical possibility of making good use of technology has also on many occasions split up people in many ways, linked to their history, location, ethnicity, and inherited and acquired capabilities. Khanna is hostile to inequality but determined to promote the best possible use of opportunities for all. With adequate preparation and discernment, and being intelligently guided by democratic principles, we can move in that attractive direction. No community need be excluded from getting the benefits of new technology, which has to be a crucial component of any robust development strategy.
Will our diversity allow us to still coalesce around a common identity in the constructive way outlined by Khanna? His hope for democratic patriotism where we each have an equal opportunity to shape national culture and embrace a spirit of civility to appreciate and resolve differences is well reasoned. In the process he also draws inspiration from Frederick Douglass, the enslaved person who fought for—and achieved—freedom, and proceeded to fight inequalities of all kinds, including slavery. Our diversity, Khanna observes, allows us to harness the talents of different groups, challenging our ideas, pushing us to improve, and perhaps most important (here he quotes Douglass directly) avoiding the “arrogance and intolerance which are almost the inevitable concomitants of general conformity.”
Khanna defends strongly the right of the people to move and choose their location—an issue of much contemporary relevance. However, even though migration may play a part in the realization of Khanna’s vision, it is not something on which he relies. Just as people can move to technology, technology too can move to people. People need not be compelled to relocate from one place to another to reap the benefits offered by technological progress. He points out that the nature of modern technology allows its wide use in communities previously untouched by modernity or radical change. He offers ideas for facilitating constructive dialogue on digital platforms in search of mutual understanding to overcome divergent social realities.
What is important is to be guided by carefully examined human values related to the process of development. Democratic reasoning has to play a central role in examining and celebrating the opportunities that people benefit from—without their having to be personally flung across the world to make use of what exists. There will of course be much to discuss on how exactly to proceed, but that is the nature of democracy, particularly—as John Stuart Mill has taught us—when we learn to see democracy as “governance by discussion.” We have reason to be grateful to Ro Khanna for the insights he presents in this splendidly written book.
1
DEMOCRATIZING THE DIGITAL REVOLUTION
After the coal industry took a hit in Eastern Kentucky, Alex Hughes’s business went under. Alex found himself unemployed for nearly six months in what was the lowest period of his life. Nearly two decades earlier, Alex was stabbed in the face by a drunk stranger, and the scar still stretches across his jaw and cheek. If given the choice, Alex told me, he would prefer being stabbed again to losing the business he owned for fifteen years and going without work.
When you’re unemployed, Alex explained, “No one sees you’re injured.” But a lack of income can be a lot more stressful than physical trauma when your family depends on you. He lost his house and car, and he worried constantly about his wife and family. Some of his unemployed friends began drinking, while others saw marriages dissolve. Unemployment leaves scars of its own. To this day, even when times are good, Alex still fears he could lose everything at any moment.
Alex never gave up searching for work, however. He comes from a proud family tradition with an I can fix that attitude. Alex told me, “I am certainly not the type of person that is going to sit around. There has to be something to do. Letting someone take care of me is not the thing that comes to mind.” Whenever he felt dejected, he tried to think about his newborn son. “When he grows up, what’s he going to think if I lay down and quit?”
Alex, now in his mid-forties, has a heavy build and a dreamcatcher tattoo on his forearm. After high school, he attended Big Sandy Community and Technical College, but stopped to provide for his daughter. At the time, he worked construction jobs, then opened a tattoo shop to make ends meet. After saving money and teaching himself about electronic equipment, he started his now defunct business installing large-format printers at offices that oversaw coal mining. Like so many small businesses in the region, it had depended on the coal economy to survive.
In 2017, while unemployed, Alex saw a television ad for the Interapt technology services program, which paid $400 a week for six months of intensive training in Apple’s iOS software. Interapt was founded by Ankur Gopal, an Indian American who was born and raised in rural Kentucky and sought to bring quality tech jobs to the region. Hughes applied to the program and was accepted. He now describes it as “on the miracle level.” It led to a full-time job that allows him to “have a pretty good life” and provide for his family. After finishing his training, Alex earned $42,000 per year as a basic coder, and now makes $77,000 as a lead software developer. He is responsible for managing a team which has members in Chicago and Atlanta that implements software solutions for General Electric Appliances, headquartered in Louisville, to build smart appliances including refrigerators, coffee makers, ovens, and laundry machines. Alex can schedule his own hours and feels lucky to have worked remotely every day during the pandemic.
Stories like those of Alex were on Representative Hal Rogers’s mind when he invited me to visit Paintsville, Kentucky, or “Silicon Holler” as he calls it. Rogers is an eighty-three-year-old Republican who has served in Congress for forty years in the heart of Trump country. His referring to the region as Silicon Holler indicates how much Appalachian Kentucky aspires to build a tech-savvy workforce to support their broader economic ecosystem. They reject the emptiness and elitism of the mantra that all laid-off middle-aged workers or liberal arts students should now become coders. Instead, they recognize that digital wealth can sustain a wide diversity of jobs. My trip to Paintsville captured the imagination of many. Headlines followed dubbing me the “Ambassador of Silicon Valley.” I suspect the interest in this story was about more than just tech jobs. It was noteworthy that people from different parts of the country like Alex Hughes and I were even talking to each other.
Alex shared with me that although he comes from some of the “whitest” parts of Kentucky, he never saw “a whole lot of divisiveness” when “people from foreign countries ended up being doctors and business owners that we all rely on.” Now, a man by the name of Ankur Gopal, the son of immigrants, gave him the best opportunity of his life. He compares being a software professional to being a member of a club with its own identity, common language, and shared way of thinking. These days he receives frequent recruitment inquiries on LinkedIn. Our nation gains when people like Alex are working on distributed teams tackling common projects online.
This book imagines how the digital economy can create opportunities for people where they live instead of uprooting them. It offers a vision for decentralizing digital innovation and wealth generation to build economically vibrant and inclusive communities that are connected to each other. We need a development strategy that fosters a nucleus of tech jobs with myriad applications for different industries and local entrepreneurs in thousands of rural and underrepresented communities across our nation. The digital revolution is reshaping our economy and society, but it continues to sideline, exclude, upend, and manipulate too many in the process. My aim is to advance our democratic values by empowering all of us to direct and steer these digital forces.
Placing democratic values at the center of the twenty-first-century tech revolution is about more than unleashing untapped talent like Alex, facilitating his rise, and allowing him to support the cultural life of his hometown. It demands that we uplift service workers who face economic precarity. It requires the regulation and redesign of digital platforms to prioritize online rights and quality discourse over profits. We must make the high-tech revolution work for everyone, not just for certain Silicon Valley leaders who commodified our data while amassing fortunes and now have a disproportionate influence on our national culture and debate. This concentration of digital prosperity makes the already difficult task of becoming a functioning, pluralistic democracy harder. A key pillar of building a multiracial, multireligious democracy is providing every person in every place with the prospect of a dignified life, including the potential to contribute in and shape the digital age.
MY FAMILY’S JOURNEY
My story, as you may have guessed, is quite different from Alex Hughes’s. My earliest memories are of Amarnath Vidyalankar, my maternal grandfather. I remember playing chess with him and listening to his tales about the Mahabharata, a sacred Hindu epic, and the Indian Independence movement. He was and remains a legend in our family.
My grandmother talked about the time he was in jail for four years starting in 1942 as part of Gandhi’s Quit India movement that demanded an end to British rule of the subcontinent. During this period, she never spoke to him and did not know whether he was alive. Every six months or so she would send Dev, her oldest son who was barely twelve, on a train from Amritsar, where they lived, to the prison in Lahore. Dev took new clothes and my grandfather’s favorite Indian sweets like halvah. The guards took the sweets and clothes, promising to give them to my grandfather. They told Dev he was doing fine, but my grandmother never knew what to believe.
Although he never did receive those sweets and clothes from the guards, my grandfather was one of the fortunate ones who made it out in good health and spirits. After India attained independence, he served as an MP in India’s first Parliament in 1952. He was proud to serve as part of India’s founding generation, which outlined the nation’s principles for liberal democracy. My grandfather would never have conceived of the possibility that his grandson would one day serve in Congress.
The cliché rings true for me: only in America is a story like mine possible. My mother came to the United States because she fell in love with my father, who was studying chemical engineering at the University of Michigan. Their parents arranged for them to meet. My father, born a year before India’s independence, traveled back to India to meet her and won her over after three dates. She and my father started their life in Bensalem, Bucks County, a suburb of Philadelphia, where my father took a job with a manufacturer of specialty chemicals. My father stayed with that same company for almost thirty years, while my mother worked as a substitute schoolteacher for special needs kids. Both benefited from the civil rights movement that opened emigration from non-European countries and America’s policy of recruiting engineers and scientists to compete with the Soviets.
I was born in Philadelphia in 1976, our bicentenary. While growing up, I attended public schools and took out large loans to finish my education at some of the most elite institutions in the world. My most formative years, however, were in Bucks County. I lived in a community in Holland, Pennsylvania, that was economically mixed. We were comfortable and never lacked for anything meaningful, but we were not rich. We were careful with what we spent on clothes, eating out, cars, and tickets to games. On our street were midlevel professionals like my father and also an electrician, a nurse, a teacher, an HVAC technician, and a couple of senior executives at corporations. Our neighbors and a few families in the township became our extended family. We played Little League and touch football and watched the Rocky movies. We went to each other’s homes for meals, had sleepovers, and celebrated holidays together.
Forty years after beginning my life in Philadelphia, I was elected to Congress to represent Silicon Valley, arguably the most economically powerful place in the world. The lure of building the future with limitless opportunity drew me to the Valley much like it drew my parents to America. When I told my family that I accepted a job offer from a tech law firm in Palo Alto, my grandmother told my mother she would now understand what it feels like to have a child move far away. Today, I represent a district that is home to Apple, Google, Intel, Yahoo, eBay, LinkedIn, and Tesla. As exciting as it is to live in a district that has hundreds of high-growth companies, I still love going back to Bucks County to visit my parents, especially with my wife and kids.
When President Donald Trump presided over a rally where the crowd chanted “send her back!” about Representative Ilhan Omar, a Muslim American woman, my office was inundated with media inquiries. The press wanted to know if I had ever been told to go back to where my parents came from, especially growing up in a county that was more than 95 percent white in the 1980s. At first, I avoided the interviews, not wanting to be tokenized just because I was a son of immigrants and a person of color. Upon further reflection, I relented. I told inquiring journalists there were occasions during a heated basketball game when some kid would shout “go back to India!”
But that is not what stands out. What I remember more is teachers like Mrs. Raab and Mr. Longo who believed in my potential more than I did. I remember Little League coaches who encouraged me to keep practicing, even though I was not a strong player. I remember local editors of the Bucks County Courier Times who published almost every one of my letters to the editor. And I remember neighbors like Patty Sexton who were overly proud of my amateur writing and pushed me to have a voice at local school board meetings. The people in Bucks County led me to believe that dreams are worth pursuing in America, regardless of one’s name or heritage.
I also remember what America gave me. I had an extraordinary education at Council Rock High School. My father had a job that came with health care, so I did not have to worry about the cost of seeing a doctor, allergist, or dentist. I lived in a safe neighborhood and never worried about a nutritious meal. My parents had time to help me with my homework and attend most of my games, even when I sat on the bench. I had the chance to pursue as much higher education as I wanted, even if it meant taking out loans to do so.
If our nation could give the son of an immigrant such a chance at life, it has the capability to do so for every American. When you have a story like mine, you can’t help but be hopeful about the American experiment.
This book is grounded on the belief that the core of my family’s story should be commonplace, not exceptional. It’s a very simple story, about having worthwhile job opportunities, high-quality education and health care, and better prospects for one’s kids. This country has everything it needs to foster these opportunities for every American. In this new century, we can cultivate unimagined possibilities for people across our nation, if not the world.
PLACE MATTERS
From the dawn of the digital revolution, leaders have celebrated the promise of technology and globalization. They have hailed our dramatic growth in GDP and plummeting prices for consumer products. People have undoubtedly benefited from easily accessible information, better health treatments, online learning options, convenient and affordable shopping even in remote areas, and the simplification of managing bills and everyday chores. Extreme global poverty, moreover, has been cut in half, which is the fastest drop in recorded history.
Despite this remarkable progress, leaders often have often suffered from the same blind spot—that place matters. Even as GDP and production gains soared, too many American towns hollowed out and local factories closed with manufacturing supply chains moving to China. Thousands of stores shuttered downtown, suffering a “retail apocalypse” as they were unable to compete with online giants. The businesses that were booming, particularly the tech industry, tended to be siloed in far-off cities. According to a 2019 Brookings report, just five U.S. cities account for 90 percent of the innovation job growth in recent decades. Other Brookings reports document our nation’s economic divergence. Nearly 50 percent of digital service jobs, they find, are in ten major metro centers. In contrast, nearly 63 of 100 largest metro regions saw their share of tech jobs decline this past decade. Most towns and midsize cities are disconnected from the wealth generation of the digital economy, despite having their industries and residents’ lives transformed by it. In fact, those living in communities with a population of under fifty thousand, like Alex Hughes, have had stagnant job and wage growth since the Great Recession. As they struggle to gain footing in the modern era, they read every morning about the soaring revenue of tech, with Silicon Valley companies alone exceeding $10 trillion in market cap—a staggering figure of value creation in the sweep of economic history. This extreme disparity is distancing us from each other and deepening fissures in our nation.
Leading economists argue that our nation is witnessing a march toward urbanization, where select cities will be the hubs for new high-paying jobs. They point to the industrial revolution as a parallel, observing that it created similarly large disruptions yet made us better off in the long run. Let’s encourage people to move to where the new opportunities will be, so the argument runs. But perhaps our politics would not be in such turmoil if we listened to more humanists for balance. Historians, journalists, sociologists, and ethnographers would have insisted we ask: What does this disruption mean for people’s livelihood and identity? What does it mean for families living in the places left behind?
National policymakers, to our peril, have ignored the destabilization of local communities. For that matter, we have overlooked the extent to which Americans’ sense of fulfillment is tied to where we live. In an unfamiliar age, home represents the familiar. Choosing to stay where you grow up might mean a life where extended family members meet for weekend meals, instead of one where grandchildren only see their grandparents on FaceTime. It might mean choosing love and responsibility over one’s career ambitions, putting the needs of an aging parent or a special needs sibling first. Place matters to the vast majority of us—as much for certain techies in San Francisco who cannot envision leaving as for parents in rural communities who do not want to lose their children to faraway places. What about the unemployed? Is it fair or reasonable to expect people like Alex Hughes to leave their hometown and move across the country? If they want to, they should absolutely be able to. But there is a difference between leaving because of an ambition to become prosperous and leaving because your hometown is sinking into decline. A central thesis of this book is that no person should be forced to leave their hometown to find a decent job. That is foundational to the American promise.
This is why we need place-based policymaking that extends twenty-first-century jobs beyond the current superstar cities to overlooked communities. This book sees as flawed any economic arrangement where tech titans satisfy their consciences by depositing monthly checks indefinitely to fellow citizens living in the rest of the country. A national agenda must not simply favor the redistribution of wealth but should focus on the democratization of the value creation process itself. People do not simply want to be taken care of; they want to be agents of their own lives and productive members of society. The research expertise, new technology, collaborative platforms, digital training, and creative financing that are driving a huge chunk of prosperity in our modern economy must be broadly accessible, not confined to the coasts.
We need to seed digital jobs, which are expected to grow to 25 million by 2025 and have a median salary of more than $80,000, in geographically diverse communities customized for diverse sectors. What we learned during the pandemic is that this is entirely possible. The Covid-19 crisis shattered the status quo thinking about tech concentration. We saw that digital technology can allow millions of jobs to be done anywhere in the nation with high-speed broadband. According to a Harris poll, nearly 40 percent of respondents said that post-Covid-19 they are considering leaving city life for the suburbs or rural towns. This presents an opening for economic policies that promote decentralization to succeed. Although wealth is still likely to be concentrated in places like Silicon Valley that will remain magnets for tech enthusiasts and profit from increased digitization, we can cultivate sparkling nodes of new economic activity across our nation.
As we saw with Alex, decentralizing tech can allow more Americans to stay rooted in their communities. They can attend their hometown church or synagogue, share meals with family and friends, read the local paper even if it’s online, join a service club, play in sports leagues, and support traditional industries and workers. At the same time, they can build more resilient and dynamic local economies by accessing cutting-edge digital tools, advanced training, and high-paying remote jobs. They can take risks and embrace bold opportunities without necessarily having to move. Communities can thus balance engaging with the wider world, exposing residents to new and different perspectives and activities, and providing outlets from parochial prejudices through digital platforms, while supporting institutions and events that build civic bonds, loyalty, and pride. The aspiration is to foster a meaningful digital identity that adds to participation in a shared local culture. The promise is of new jobs without sudden cultural displacement—it is a vision of restoring the economic health of a community while promising them some control over developing their way of life. If we respect that place matters while facilitating connection to broader economic ventures and social affairs, we can foster a rich plurality of American communities while softening our cultural fault lines.
BUILDING COMMON PURPOSE
The United States in 2021 has one of the deepest partisan divides in its history. It also sees a marked split between those who are college educated and those who are not, those in urban centers and rural towns, those who are white and nonwhite, and those who trace their heritage back to America’s founding and those who are first-generation Americans.
The central aspiration of this book is to lessen some of the bitterness within our nation. It is my belief that increasing connectivity and digital opportunities for left-behind Americans can reduce the divisiveness and dysfunction of our contemporary democracy. This is not a cure-all by any means, but it is one of the more consequential initiatives we can undertake. Consider that 38 percent of rural white Americans and 45 percent of urban nonwhite Americans say jobs are a big problem in their community compared to only about 20 percent of whites living in urban or suburban communities. For all the punditry about rural communities caring more about cultural issues, American Enterprise Institute’s Samuel Abrams analyzed survey data from 2006 to 2016 and concluded that economic concerns are consistently ranked by rural residents as among the most important to address. A jobs agenda must, of course, be broader than championing investment in technology and should not become what Dan Breznitz, author of Innovation in Real Places, appropriately calls “techno-fetishism,” where communities are futilely chasing Silicon Valley unicorns that are solving extremely complex software problems. As Nobel Laureate Abhijit Banerjee pointedly told me, innovation in a community can also mean a new shopping center, tourism office, or business cooperative. But the multiplier effect of tech jobs, which include production, means that when they arrive tailored for the needs and talents of a local community, they bring a wide range of supporting careers, incoming revenue, and changes in organizations and processes driven by digitization that can spark new growth. It’s not just about the economic data. These jobs are powerful symbols for families that have borne the brunt of stagnation, giving them hope that their kids and grandkids might have new opportunity.
Perhaps that explains why Pinckney, a small town in Michigan, decided to create the nation’s first K–12 institute for cybersecurity, or Claflin University in South Carolina launched a strategic partnership with Zoom. Moreover, in an astounding Roanoke Times poll, 90 percent of southwest Virginia—one of the most rural areas of the state—supported Amazon opening a second headquarters in Arlington, a city on the other side of the state. That was even higher than the 72 percent of the Arlington-area urban residents who supported this initiative, which created many software jobs, and not just data or fulfillment centers.
Some Americans are understandably wary of the change that digital jobs may bring. They worry that a significant tech footprint could lead to more gadgets and sensors running their life and more isolation. Neighbors might be glued to their phones and laptops instead of engaged in community picnics and parades. Then there are concerns about the character of a community. Longtime residents fear that any outsiders who come in may be transient, indifferent to local traditions and the music and art scene. They associate outsiders with rising housing costs, increased traffic, overcrowded schools, and gentrification. A vocal minority has even pushed back against bringing the “liberal ideology” identified with tech to their communities. There is resistance to Californians, for example, who account today for “nearly 60 percent of Idaho’s net migration.” But concerns that Californians will bring different values and norms often dissipate when locals realize that they are “tolerant and positive” and “respect local culture.” Conspiracy peddlers, nonetheless, speculate that techies settling in the heartland is all part of an insidious plot to turn red counties blue.
Most Americans understand, however, that the wealth generated from building digital capability can be spent on building community. Smaller cities and towns want to keep local hospitals and schools open, and their congregations and communities intact. It’s that basic. Their main issue is vacant storefronts and declining property values that impede local investment. There is so much land in rural Ohio or Iowa that the image of the rust belt or corn belt being overrun by tech flies in the face of maps and math. The alternative to competing for these high-paying jobs is to see them go elsewhere, including migrating north to places like Toronto and Ottawa. Local leaders do not want the growing and extensive digital systems underlying their own economy to be built and owned out of state, extracting wealth.
What people recognize is that many jobs in the twenty-first century will require digital competency. Health care now involves telemedicine, just as education involves online learning; finance is inseparable from online trading, just as retail today means e-commerce and digitized warehouses; entertainment in the digital age means Netflix and YouTube; even construction now involves digital design; manufacturing integrates robotics and digital inventories, and agriculture has moved toward precision farming. The new technology revolution is not simply the playground for app developers in San Francisco, but impacts nearly every region, occupation, and industry as they compete for customers and business.
The practical question, then, is not whether we want more or less tech, but whether we can insist that democratic values guide its development, accessibility, commitment to fairness, and boundaries. We cannot leave its evolution to an invisible hand that may foster creative brilliance and overnight billionaires but also leaves many behind, creating stark inequality both geographically and within communities with a strong tech presence. Our goal should be to help communities find an appropriate balance when it comes to tech, so they are not engulfed by it or left diminished in its wake. Our digital economy needs more equity and a better national equilibrium, which will drive greater economic prosperity for all.
I offer policy proposals to spread out the innovation economy and make it more just. At the same time, anyone who has seen Congress’s performance in questioning tech CEOs is probably skeptical of lawmakers’ tech competence. So we also need leadership from tech companies. This book calls for mutual responsibility, and it outlines how we can achieve it. It recognizes the trust deficit that Silicon Valley faces and offers suggestions for recentering human values in a culture that prizes the pursuit of technological progress and market valuations.
There are obvious limits to how much reimagining the digital economy can address polarization, resentment, and social alienation in our body politic. Cultural anxiety is a response not only to economic anxiety or to the fear for losing what is familiar, but also to racism that demagogues are stoking in light of the changing face of leadership and power. As Isabel Wilkerson has described in Caste, the United States’ history contains numerous examples of white Americans inflicting cruelty on Black Americans to maintain a racial hierarchy. Arlie Hochschild highlighted a modern-day manifestation of this in Strangers in Their Own Land, which recounts the frustrations of white Americans who feel that they are “waiting in a long line stretching up a hill” that is “not moving, or moving more slowly.” In the recent decades, they blame Black people and immigrants as well as “women, refugees, public sector workers” for “cutting ahead of them.”
Good jobs cannot wash away this racism. But what jobs can do is give more Americans pride in restoring their communities with many important customs intact and respect as breadwinners in their families, making it harder for narratives of resentment to take hold. The idea also is to create interconnection between communities that are currently siloed off, fostering not just communication between distant Americans but interdependent economic growth. Remote work can expand the kind of diverse interactions and joint projects that currently take place in certain health care facilities, educational institutions, and the hospitality industry throughout our nation. We must be wary of any economic reductionist argument that does not acknowledge the need for an ongoing national reckoning with racism and sexism. But we can hope that when a person’s pride and respect are linked to America’s diverse demographics through online work platforms, as in Alex Hughes’s case, it may lessen opposition to the increasingly multiracial nation we are becoming. On the flip side, cosmopolitan techies may become less disconnected, learning to appreciate the culture, traditions, struggles, and stories of blue-collar or rural towns if they work with people who live there. And from a justice perspective, the inclusion of Black and Brown communities in the innovation economy is imperative to overcome the stark economic disadvantages that exacerbate the devaluation of their voices in our democracy.
While distributed jobs are foundational, they are just the start of what must be a broader conversation to respect dignity in the digital age. If we are going to expand the digital economy to new places, we must simultaneously call for reforms that address the abuses of big tech. The digital economy has brought real dangers, such as surveillance, vitriol, censorship, exclusion, and the proliferation of misinformation. I will outline principles for protecting our autonomy online and creating space for new platforms to emerge that can improve the quality of both our markets and public discourse. In addition, we should create digital institutions that better link citizens to governance, providing them with an empowering alternative to merely liking and sharing social media posts. A theme running throughout these pages is how to facilitate robust citizen participation in this new era, whether on science policy, climate policy, or even foreign policy. I ultimately put forth a theory of democratic patriotism that calls for citizens to have an equal opportunity to participate in building our national culture, which can inspire shared attachment as we experience tensions stemming from social and demographic change. It asks us to embrace a spirit of civility so we can appreciate and support a plurality of local cultures, including many important customs and traditions passed down to us, as vibrant threads comprising our nation.
Each chapter of this book shares a set of stories, ideas, and policies that will help us reach this goal as nation, recognizing the need for mobilization, activism, experimentation, and struggle along the way. These chapters are broken down into two main parts—the first devoted to the twenty-first-century economy, and the second devoted to twenty-first-century citizenship. A brief road map follows to lay out the arc of the argument.
PART I: TWENTY-FIRST-CENTURY ECONOMY
The first part of the book focuses on jobs and the question of how to expand technology-driven opportunities to the people and places who have been left out of the first wave of the digital revolution. Chapter 2 looks in particular at a few rural areas of the country, picking up with story of Alex Hughes and the people I met when visiting places like Paintsville, Kentucky; Beckley, West Virginia; and Jefferson, Iowa. These regions aren’t trying to become tech utopias but want to use tech to revitalize their local economy in the industries of their choosing while augmenting their existing skill set and expertise. They recognize, as the writer Michael Lind astutely observes, that digitization can be a source of renewal for farming, construction, and manufacturing, in addition to bringing in new possibilities for remote work. There are also jobs in setting up a town’s digital libraries, digital malls, and digital services. It no longer makes sense to speak of a stark distinction between the old and new economies. Many of these new digital opportunities do not require a college degree, or for that matter, learning how to code.
Chapter 3 extends the focus on tech equity beyond geography to race and gender. I share the experiences of Ifeoma Ozoma, a rising tech star who was subjected to retaliation at Pinterest for criticizing the company’s racism. Unfortunately, Ozoma’s story is common. Nearly 20 percent of computer science graduates are Black and Latino, yet they comprise fewer than 10 percent of technical employees at big tech companies. These companies are 70 percent male. Consider also that less than 3 percent of all venture capital in the United States went to Black or Latino entrepreneurs—only .32 percent to Latinas and .0006 percent to Black women. Equally problematic, the multiplier effect of tech jobs does not benefit those who live in racially segregated neighborhoods far from a city’s tech center. Black and Brown communities must be participants in the wealth generation of the digital revolution. Younger generations, in particular, are tired of being consumers, early adopters, and cultural influencers only to have investors and founders reap the profits. I will argue that tech companies must do much more than appoint diversity officers and will offer fresh ideas for inclusion.
Chapter 4 confronts the reality that high-tech has disempowered many in the working class. A staggering share of high-tech gains go to software developers and executives, but far too little to the people I spoke with like Courtney Brown, an Amazon Warehouse worker, or Marcie Silva, a bus driver for a big tech company who sleeps in her car. These workers deserve respect for the physically demanding and difficult jobs they do, not condescending lectures about acquiring more “digital skills” or overcoming a “skills gap” that devalue their contributions. This era calls for an Essential Workers Bill of Rights, which I introduced with Senator Elizabeth Warren during the height of the pandemic. The framework would promise livable wages, benefits, and bargaining rights for workers. It envisions giving employees a voice in shaping automation and pushing back against intrusive surveillance and abusive supervisors—a particular challenge in a remote and distributed workplace, which makes organizing difficult. Until all workers reap the benefits of their hard work and are treated with dignity, the promise of the digital age remains unfulfilled.
Chapter 5 concludes Part I of the book by building the recommendations of the first three chapters into a larger vision for progressive capitalism. There is space in our nation’s politics for pro-innovation progressives who celebrate the distinctive American ethos of starting a business in a garage and are committed to ensuring everyone has the freedom to fulfill their potential and lead a dignified life. Markets are at their best when they are truly open to everyone, allow individuals to start new ventures, and are designed to advance the public interest. Crippling them hurts the wealth generation necessary for social progress. So when I talk about progressive capitalism, I mean that our nation must make significant investments in every American and facilitate attractive and fair opportunities for them to produce value in today’s economy, including the private sector.
My framework is indebted to Amartya Sen and Martha Nussbaum, two of the leading thinkers who formulated the capabilities approach. They say our society has a responsibility to cultivate the intrinsic capabilities of every person to lead the life they envision and to provide avenues to exercise their talents. Investments in developing capabilities, particularly early in life, unlock human potential and are also principal drivers of growth in an innovation economy. We achieve national excellence when every individual reaches their highest potential. The progressive framework for our era can be both pro-dignity and pro-growth.
PART II: TWENTY-FIRST-CENTURY CITIZENSHIP
Dignity is about more than an economic agenda. Silicon Valley has not only left many Americans out of wealth generation; certain tech companies have made profits by commoditizing them, extracting their data, and amplifying misinformation campaigns. Social media often targets the very communities that are struggling with economic decline with conspiracies and misinformation, leading to an increase in both polarization and even radicalization in our nation. We need to ask what reforms are necessary to ensure that the digital economy does not infringe on our standing as free citizens or erode our democracy.
Chapter 6 focuses on protecting our freedoms on the internet and on regulating the tech giants who have been its chief architects. The chapter starts by outlining an Internet Bill of Rights, which I created at the request of Speaker Nancy Pelosi in collaboration with Tim Berners-Lee, founder of the World Wide Web. Our list of rights protects Americans from both private firms and the government abusing their data to manipulate or surveil them. This chapter underscores the power that big tech companies wield in shaping our digital architecture, and in turn it calls for stronger antitrust protection to curb and remedy their anticompetitive practices and provide new players in different regions with a fair chance to succeed. I also suggest policies to counter tech’s antidemocratic impact on local newspapers, local artists, and retail shops.
Chapter 7 turns to the internet’s impact on deliberation. The internet was supposed to be the great equalizer. It launched viral movements like #MeToo, Black Lives Matter, and the Sunrise Movement, and gave voice to communities long shut out of traditional media. Yet it also spread conspiracy theories and hate far and wide, promoting violence that culminated in the Capitol attack on January 6, 2021. We need an alternative to the dominant model for social media that elevates attention-grabbing and addictive content. I argue that a well-regulated market can facilitate the emergence of multiple digital forums, including publicly backed ones, that have new structures and features to improve our public discussion. The hope is that a plurality of online discursive spaces with various guardrails against the rapid mainstreaming of violence, hate, and disinformation will, over time, strengthen our public sphere.
Chapter 8 takes up broader issues of the place for science in a modern democracy. Public confidence in science was high during the space race, but public opinion and funding have both languished despite scientific progress and literacy being more important than ever. This chapter looks at how we can broaden support for major scientific investments to tackle climate change and continue our technology leadership. And it also explores the areas of investment that will jump-start all areas of the country in the coming decades. We need a new Apollo moment to build solar plants, electric car factories, battery plants, and clean steel, and to drive breakthrough technologies such as synthetic biology. At stake is whether our democracy is capable of leading in advanced production or whether authoritarian regimes like China take the lead by constructing and exporting new technology platforms that violate dignity.
The role of technology on foreign policy is the focus of Chapter 9. The digital age has already shown that technology can be used on the one hand to combat repressive regimes and, on the other, to entrench state surveillance, censorship, and authoritarianism. Within a democracy like the United States, I argue that the digital age will give citizens beyond the Beltway a larger voice in our country’s role in the world. There is concern over whether the decentralization of foreign policy would lead to “America First” skepticism of multilateralism, or to greater global engagement. But such concerns warrant more involvement of our increasingly diverse citizenry, not less democracy. The lasting question for the United States and its allies is whether pluralistic democracies can establish transnational norms and rules for dialogue on global digital platforms to respect dignity.
I conclude the book by looking back a century and a half to Frederick Douglass’s “Our Composite Nationality,” in which he lays out a vision for a cohesive multiracial, multireligious democracy that is shaped by his lifetime struggle for dignity. His speech, when read in conversation with Jürgen Habermas and John Rawls, who are the two political philosophers who have most influenced my thinking, offers a foundation for what I have described as democratic patriotism. It also speaks to me personally, and to the future that millions of Americans would like to see. Douglass writes: “I want a home here not only for the negro, the mulatto and the Latin races; but I want the Asiatic to find a home here in the United States, and feel at home here, both for his sake and for ours.”
My belief in this vision is grounded foremost in my parents’ story, stemming from the conversations they had with neighbors, the acts of kindness they received, and the dignified way they continue to live in Bucks County. It is also grounded in the people I have met around the country like Alex Hughes who have opened up to me about their dreams for themselves, their children, their hometowns, and our country. They give me hope for a future where we can be fiercely proud of our defining narratives and add to local cultural life but also embrace a shared national purpose that at minimum gives every American the freedom to thrive.
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BUILDING COMMUNITY
Alex Hughes was part of Interapt’s inaugural training class, joining forty-eight other Kentuckians who lost their jobs when the coal mining economy sharply declined. Interapt trains participants in iOS software and then employs them as developers in the region for contracts all around the country and the world. It charges its clients $38 an hour compared to $21 that offshore firms bill for such services, but Interapt’s workers accomplish 33 percent more work for clients in that hour, without the language barriers or time zone differences. Its workers also have less turnover compared to disgruntled college graduates in the Philippines who hold similar jobs for short stints, and Interapt was more effective during the Covid-19 pandemic, since offshore workers lacked the infrastructure for remote work.
Still, while the overall business proposition makes sense and the training has had success stories like Alex, it isn’t universal. According to Ankur Gopal, the CEO of Interapt, of the company’s forty-nine initial trainees, thirty-five completed the program, twenty-five received offers, and nineteen accepted positions at the company making about $40,000 a year. More than two thirds of those receiving offers did not have college degrees. Of those Interapt hired, most worked on Fortune 500 projects. Four years later, six of the nineteen are still at the Interapt making between $70,000 and $100,000 and seven moved on to other jobs, while four were let go for performance reasons and two succumbed to opioids and stopped showing up. For Alex, the training opportunity was transformational, but such programs are not magic bullets, and it’s important to set realistic expectations about the number of trainees likely to end up with long-term careers.
The Interapt program is just one technology development initiative in Eastern Kentucky. Jarred Arnett led the Shaping Our Appalachian Region (SOAR) organization, which is committed to diversifying the region’s economy. Arnett is tasked with figuring out how Eastern Kentucky recovers from the decline of coal jobs, which went from “15,000 to 4,000” and “within just a few years beginning in 2009.” That means a loss of closer to 30,000 jobs, because one coal job supported at least two additional jobs in the region. Arnett is working to support the local timber industry, furniture business, and traditional manufacturing as part of a broader strategy. But he is blunt in assessing what it takes to hit 30,000: “That cannot be done solely upon filling every industrial park and vacant building with new businesses. This must be done in a comprehensive and diversified manner fully leveraging technology.”
Arnett believes tech jobs can do for the regional economy what coal once did. He does not subscribe to an easily lampooned vision of turning all coal miners into coders and has no patience for tone-deaf lectures to unemployed workers pushing them to learn to code. Rather, he understands that many miners want to keep their jobs or do something requiring physical skill instead of sitting behind a computer. Arnett views tech as an important complement to other industries for people like Alex who want these opportunities, not a substitute. He believes the region desperately needs more jobs that can bring dollars in from outside to support local businesses, and tech can serve that function.
Remarkably, Eastern Kentucky already has three thousand people working remotely in tech-enabled jobs. No other sector has come close to creating that many new jobs in the area. Arnett understands technology is a game changer, allowing rural students to consider careers other than being “a teacher or a nurse.” Arnett says, in the digital age, the “reality is that you can do whatever you want” without leaving the region’s hollers.
My visit to Paintsville convinced me that an agenda for expanding access to the innovation economy is not the paternalistic brainchild of Silicon Valley or the Beltway, but what rural communities themselves champion. Arnett made it clear his organization’s plan for Eastern Kentucky is “not necessarily a plan we take to D.C. and Frankfurt, and say, ‘Here’s how you fix us.’ It’s more of a plan that I can take to Ashland and say here’s how we fix ourselves.” Arnett’s plan calls to “strengthen entrepreneurial education,” improve “network density” for entrepreneurs, and provide private sector “employer-led training,” tech education, and affordable, high-speed internet.
What mattered most to the leaders I met in Paintsville was to shatter the myth that people in Appalachia are stuck in the past. That’s a prejudice of our nation’s managerial and governing elite, as I experienced directly ahead of my visit. Political consultants warned me it would be risky to travel to Kentucky and discuss the future of work: “They will simply view you as an Indian who wanted to offshore or automate their jobs.” But they were wrong.
Interapt’s apprenticeship program, however, was not universally celebrated. For every success story like Alex Hughes, there were disgruntled participants who abandoned jobs to enroll but failed to land a job. Jeff Whitehead, executive director for the Eastern Kentucky Concentrated Employment Program Inc., said, “Interapt’s hiring results have not been what we expected, and that is unacceptable.” Whitehead believes that the government should not have invested so many tax dollars in one company but should have diversified training to include “a consortium of tech employers.” Interapt received nearly $2 million in grant money for the pilot to hire teachers, pay stipends, acquire facilities, and relocate employees. This amounted to nearly $40,000 per trainee—undoubtedly a high start-up cost. Ankur told me that with a few years of experience the training cost is now down to $15,000 a person, which makes it easier to scale the program and justify a return on future public investments.
It would be naive to believe bringing technology jobs to places like Eastern Kentucky will be without dispute and cultural misunderstandings. But if Arnett is correct that “technology is the economy,” then what option do we have but to try? While Arnett respects Interapt’s accomplishments, he says they may have overpromised by giving every participant the impression they would have a job. Political and business leaders gave Appalachians false hope in the past. Any tech to rural initiative requires local validators, deep community engagement, and an achievable timeline for deliverables. The challenge of seeding tech in Eastern Kentucky also speaks to the need for new and creative federal policies to develop digital capability in places where previous economic development efforts have failed. This chapter offers a plan for how to do that.
THE ECONOMICS OF INNOVATION
Nearly a century ago, Winston Churchill prophesied in a Popular Mechanics article that “wireless telephones and television” would connect people and that the “congregation of men in cities would become superfluous.” He foresaw a world where “the cities and the countryside would become indistinguishable.” A century later, even after the advent of the internet facilitated a whole new level of connectivity, Churchill’s vision has not come about. If anything, the opposite is true.
The rise of the internet facilitated not the obsolescence of city centers but the further concentration of jobs in cities with highly educated populations. It’s a paradox that defies all predictions from a century prior. The dynamics in play have been explained by Paul Krugman, a Nobel Prize–winning economist. The key, according to Krugman, is that technology makes “it possible to separate the low-value activities from the high-value activities.” Most creative enterprises benefit from being concentrated, because it allows them to share ideas and networks. For instance, most venture capitalists in Silicon Valley like investing in start-ups within fifty miles not just because it’s easier to monitor but because the concentration of the employee base, legal talent, university connections, and financial resources makes it easier to scale up businesses. As Krugman observed, technology has allowed companies to prioritize keeping their high-wage jobs in superstar cities with exorbitant rents and wage premiums, because they can outsource low-wage work to cheaper locations. Apple can design the iPhone in Cupertino, for instance, but assemble it in Shenzhen.
Ultimately, this has led to increased geographical inequality, as high-income and low-income jobs have been sorted into different locations. Accordingly, as reported by Brookings, 72 percent of employment growth since 2008 has taken place in cities of more than a million people. This geographic inequity is particularly alarming since, until the Covid-19 pandemic, Americans had been moving less than at any point in the previous seven decades. Fewer than 10 percent of Americans moved in 2019 compared to twice that rate in the 1940s, 1960s, and 1980s. Despite exhortations to move to where the jobs are, “there is relatively little migration” today from “low income to high income places.” According to the Federal Reserve Bank of New York in 2019, almost half the participants indicated that “they were ‘rooted’ and preferred to stay close to family and friends.” The difficulty of buying a new home in an expensive area and increased reliance on extended family for raising kids, amidst the skyrocketing costs of child care, has contributed to many Americans staying put.
In the face of this immobility, decentralizing the tech sector is even more essential. These high-paying jobs are important pathways to the modern middle class. Microsoft estimates that by 2025, there will be 149 million new “technology-oriented” jobs—with nearly 13 million of those additional jobs in the U.S. That means the total number of U.S. tech jobs at 25 million would be as many as the number of manufacturing and construction jobs combined, not even discounting for the many tech jobs in these traditional sectors. For all the popularity and focus on building our roads and bridges, there is no denying that digital will be a large chunk of the American economy. According to Glassdoor.com, the top seven of the fifty best jobs in America are all in tech, including front end engineer, Java developer, data scientist, product manager, DevOps engineer, data engineer, and software engineer. It may not come as a surprise that the lifetime earnings for computer science majors average more than $1.6 million, which is 40 percent higher than the average college graduate. But what is striking is that many of these digital jobs do not require a college degree, and even the median wage of $80,000 is nearly twice the national median.
Not all agree about the value of digital jobs. Trump’s U.S. trade representative Robert Lighthizer diminishes their impact, suggesting that “Apple, Facebook, Google, and Netflix collectively employ just over 300,000” people. The problem with this argument is that it overlooks millions of tech jobs at Fortune 500 companies, consulting firms, manufacturers, and medium-sized businesses that provide pathways to the middle class. It ignores the jobs focused on building our digital infrastructure, including the need for data storage, transmission, and categorization, in both the public and private sectors. It also leaves out the thousands of other tech companies, including trillion-dollar behemoths like Microsoft and Amazon. Importantly, tech jobs are less likely to be automated because businesses will always need people to design, support, and operate software systems.
Lighthizer somewhat sarcastically dismisses the idea that former “autoworkers could be taught to code,” but this issue is not so cut-and-dried. We’ve already seen that in traditional industries some people like Alex Hughes are enthusiastic about digital opportunities and excel in these new careers. And, for that matter, many autoworkers already have software skills since modern-day cars are basically large computers on wheels. So many of today’s manufacturing jobs are hybrid tech jobs. In fact the United Auto Workers bargains to have their assembly plant workers trained in robotics and drone technology, operating programmable logic controllers (PLCs), and 3D and additive printing. Their members must know how technology works in cars, a trend that will only increase as cars become more autonomous, and they also know how to run and service complex factory equipment. Of course, not everyone can or should need to work in tech, but the range of opportunities available is nothing to scoff at.
In fact, although hybrid jobs cut across sectors and defy easy classification, the digital contribution to our GDP is roughly comparable to manufacturing when factoring in the benefits to consumers and producers. The main difference is that the digital economy is, according to Enrico Moretti, a leading economist, more “geographically clustered” than manufacturing. Imagine if manufacturing was concentrated in only Detroit and Cleveland. My father would not have worked near Philadelphia. When one considers how the disbursed gains of manufacturing led to the emergence of a strong middle class across our nation, a distributed tech model is all the more appealing. Further, the tech multiplier, per Moretti’s research, is “the largest multiplier of all: about three times larger than that of manufacturing.” That is, tech jobs tend to create more jobs in other sectors, as innovative companies and their employees rely on lawyers, baristas, gym trainers, hairstylists, nannies, and food service workers in addition to construction workers. Even in Silicon Valley, only 25 percent of employees work in tech.
It is no wonder, then, that cities bend over backward to compete to attract tech companies. There was more fuss over where Amazon would place its second headquarters than LeBron James’s “The Decision” of what NBA team to join. U.S. states and cities spend more than $80 billion annually in subsidies to lure companies.
But the success rate of efforts to lure large investments from companies and create entire new tech hubs has been disappointing. Too often, large subsidies are used to attract a data center, satellite office, or a single tech company that then underdelivers on jobs. These investments seldom succeed in revitalizing a local economy and compromise a city’s ability to fund basic services like education, health care, and infrastructure.
Many economists are skeptical not just about the use of state subsidies to create tech hubs, but also of place-based policy, which has a mixed record. As Moretti observes, “In my reading of the history of the innovation hubs,” there is no example of a “deliberate policy” working that says, “We’re going to create the next Silicon Valley, there.” Like Moretti, Krugman also is cautious about place-based policymaking, pointing out countries that “tried hard to sustain lagging regions much more explicitly than we have ever had in this country” failed. Rural America, he believes, “is being undermined by powerful economic forces that nobody knows how to stop.” Krugman argues that the “gravitational pull” of big cities with their capital and highly skilled workforces might be too much to overcome. He is dubious of “reviving declining regions” considering the failure of such initiatives in Southern Italy and East Germany. Krugman observes that West Germany spent nearly $1.7 trillion “in an attempt to revive the former East Germany,” more than $100,000 for every resident, with meager results.
However, rural America and midsize cities have far more promise in creating the jobs of the future than declining regions in other parts of the world such as East Germany or Southern Italy, as even Krugman would acknowledge. For starters, before the Wall fell, East Germany was a completely planned economy with no entrepreneurship or economic success. The massive German capital expenditures in the 1990s in large buildings seem poorly targeted in an age of telecommuting. Southern Italy also suffers from low levels of entrepreneurship, and high rates of crime and corruption. In stark contrast, just a couple decades ago, rural America was an engine of America’s economic growth. As the Economic Innovation Group, a think tank, concluded, rural America helped lead our economic recovery out of the 1990 recession. Many new businesses during that period were formed in counties with fewer than 100,000 people. These regions can come back.
America, moreover, has not spent anywhere near the Germans’ $1.7 trillion investment in East Germany on specific job creation initiatives in left-behind regions. In casting doubt on the prospects for success, Krugman fairly points out that we already transfer a large amount of resources to poorer states for their social safety net programs. But that must be coupled with out-of-the-box approaches to spur economic development. Safety net investments are essential, but declining regions also seek revitalization and private sector careers. New jobs and business opportunities capture their imagination and generate excitement.
There may be some trade-off between maximizing economic growth and geographically distributing it. Perhaps, over the short or even medium term, the highest return on a dollar is public and private investment in existing hubs of economic activity. But such an approach will not serve the goals of a functioning democracy that respects the dignity of all. Even apart from issues of fairness, our nation’s long-term competitiveness depends on not abandoning entire regions, particularly the young populations therein. We do not have room to make such a mistake when competing with the population giants in Asia. Every corner of this country has people who aspire to develop unique ideas and generate wealth—and there is no reason why any region that’s fallen behind should be left behind.
THE COVID-19 REALIGNMENT
After years of steadily growing economic concentration, 2020 saw a reversal. One of the unexpected side effects of Covid-19 was that it transformed the innovation economy, opening up the possibility of tech decentralization to places that have been left behind. Many tech companies realized that the quality of remote work did not decline and often improved. John Hennessy, the former president of Stanford University and current Alphabet chairman, told me that “in post-Covid-19 times further densification may not be wise” and the “online work model” during the crisis showed us that “we can live with more work online.” A Harvard Business School study concluded that “skilled professionals” in “knowledge-intensive” industries were productive working remotely during Covid, and many of them will continue to do so even after the pandemic.
The proven effectiveness of online work opens bold new possibilities for distributing jobs geographically. Cisco CEO Chuck Robbins says the effectiveness of remote work during the crisis “has given us confidence that we can hire talent anywhere and have them participate productively on teams, regardless of their location.” He told me research engineers still insist on being in the same space, but most other jobs can be remote.
Facebook’s and Twitter’s decisions to allow for “permanent remote working” garnered the most headlines, but other companies made similar decisions. Pinterest paid $89.5 million to terminate a major office space lease in San Francisco because they wanted a more “distributed workforce.” Salesforce announced “the 9-to-5 workday is dead” and offered many of its employees the freedom to work from any location. Dropbox instituted a “virtual first” policy where remote work is the “primary experience” for employees and office space is only used for collaboration and team activities. Employees would have “flexibility to relocate outside of locations” where Dropbox has offices, and the company expects to “become more geographically distributed over time.” Coinbase, the largest cryptocurrency exchange company with a valuation of nearly $70 billion, no longer considers itself San Francisco based but instead a “decentralized company, with no headquarters,” which has allowed it to hire “more of the best people.”
The trend lines are noteworthy. Over the next decade, thousands of their employees may exercise that option, triggering some amount of dispersion away from Silicon Valley. This means local communities across the country will see incoming tech talent who will be Moretti multipliers, serving as angel investors, catalysts for new start-ups, science and technology leaders, and advisors to educational institutions and local businesses. According to The New York Times, a Facebook group about leaving California, founded by Terry Gilliam, who lives in my hometown of Fremont, already has 33,000 members contemplating where in the country they should relocate. As of the end of 2020, rents fell by 15 to 30 percent in Silicon Valley cities because remote work made it possible for techies to live outside California. The Milken Institute found that San Francisco and San Jose fell in their 2021 rank from the top 5 to No. 24 and No. 22 for jobs and economic growth, while lower-cost-of-living areas such as Appleton, Wisconsin; Hinesville, Georgia; and Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, saw some of the biggest gains. When it comes to software engineers and information technology employees, an Axios analysis based on LinkedIn data concluded that during the pandemic they were more likely than before to leave Silicon Valley and Seattle and move to Philadelphia, Miami, and Atlanta. Two decades after I had made the journey from Philadelphia to Silicon Valley, there now were signs of a reverse migration back east!
The recent decentralization does not make Moretti’s and Krugman’s insights about agglomeration less relevant. Satya Nadella, Microsoft’s CEO, cautions that most of the remote work during Covid was completed based on accumulated goodwill built up over years of in-person interactions, and it can be harder to work remotely on complex new projects without first building a strong social foundation. Nadella also highlights the importance of avoiding the burnout that may arise from working alone. I know senior tech executives who were so stressed with constant Zoom calls with no social interaction that they either quit or needed personal days offline to recover. The sheen of remote work wore off the longer the pandemic lasted. Sundar Pichai, Alphabet’s CEO, emphasizes that some of the most cutting-edge work requires personal interaction, and his view is supported by a Wall Street Journal report indicating that remote work delayed the completion of complex projects and made employee training and mentorship harder. Google recently announced an investment of $7 billion in creating offices across the country, recognizing the need for both a distributed workforce and physical spaces to collaborate. Similarly, at the height of the pandemic in 2020, Facebook invested in 730,000 square feet of office space in New York City, observing that “physical locations are going to continue to be such a contributor to our culture.” On a personal level, many of my own colleagues were eager to return to the office, get coffee or lunch with each other, and engage in team-building activities.
Indeed, after the pandemic, the pendulum may swing back, at least partially, to value common space. But that won’t fully erase all the lessons that a successful year of working remotely have revealed. Google, for example, expects about 20 percent of their Silicon Valley workforce to permanently relocate to a different company hub and an additional 20 percent to work remotely full-time from any location. What is likely to emerge over time is a hybrid model, in which companies allow for a limited number of days of remote work for those employed at various regional hubs and support a widely dispersed employee network that extends to more rural communities. This may, unfortunately, have a negative impact on service jobs linked to office complexes in existing tech metropolises. It means that coffee shops and restaurants in business districts will have to adapt their business model to rely more on delivery and will have to reassess their location as well. Transportation services will have to anticipate reduced demand during commute hours and pivot to taking people to sporting games, vacations, downtowns, parks, and community events. On the positive side of the ledger, a hybrid work model creates more space to experiment with targeted, place-based policies. The key is to distribute not just midlevel tech jobs but also opportunities for local wealth creation that stem from the digital transformation of our economy.
THE VIRTUAL WORKPLACE
Telework opens the possibility of facilitating constructive interactions among employees from different regions of the nation. This is not just an anecdotal observation but supported by the academic literature. Studies suggest that virtual teams, where people participate from the “comforts of home,” promote contact under conditions of relative equality and reduce prejudice. Virtual encounters diminish awareness of status symbols that are more apparent in in-person interactions, from “subtle differences in manner of dress, body language, use of personal space, and the seating positions taken in the room.” With fewer hierarchy symbols, people can let down their guard and potentially overcome misunderstandings as well as appreciate different perspectives. The development of virtual and augmented reality will make it even easier for employees in different communities to interact and collaborate.
At the same time, virtual teams with diversity face significant hurdles, including issues with integration, trust, and inclusion. Many working-class perspectives, for example, will be underrepresented as their jobs are less online. MIT economist David Autor has highlighted that the class divide in the workplace is growing because there is “less and less mixing” of those with desk jobs and physical jobs as “they’re no longer producing stuff jointly together.” It takes thoughtful leadership and well-designed platforms to build a shared, online work culture where team members respect each other and, as importantly, are aware of exclusions and collective blind spots. Most important, employers need to allow for an exchange of political and social views instead of restricting them if the online workplace is to have social benefit. They also should foster an openness to all perspectives so that no one feels compelled to silence by company leadership to advance in their jobs. Companies that build a culture which encourages employees to get to know each other beyond just collaborating on work can help motivate performance, reduce misunderstandings and conflicts, and contribute to our social cohesion.
At its best, a healthy remote work culture can facilitate networks that begin to bridge divides. This insight crystallized for me as I corresponded with the renowned philosopher Charles Taylor. He observes, “if you’re not just talking, but working together on something, a common project,” you discover that “the other is not a monster” and suspicions and fears “begin to thaw.” As he memorably says, engagement in difficult projects with fellow citizens increases “democratic intelligence.” At a time where there are, unfortunately, few civic projects that foster understanding among different communities, we should not discount the role of the remote workplace in nurturing our basic democratic capability. For a pluralistic, modern democracy to thrive, the private and civil sectors have a critical responsibility to build community among their workforce. If tech has a jobs multiplier, it also has the potential to have a cultural bonding multiplier where a core group of networked employees within a community can puncture stereotypes and deflate hatred.
A TWENTY-FIRST-CENTURY JOBS AGENDA
Today, particularly with the remote work model, applied technology jobs can thrive in small towns and rural areas which are much more affordable than big cities. Although few Americans work directly for big tech in digital roles, many Fortune 500 companies and traditional businesses need digital services. There are new opportunities outside of the “Big Five” working on tech support, cloud platforms, AI bots to automate business practices, digital and social media marketing, business or data analysis, Q&A testing, customer design, and marketing and sales strategies for tech products. While most of these jobs require a basic proficiency with computers, many do not require coding, which is certainly not everyone’s cup of tea. It is a common misconception that anything to do with the tech sector requires people to learn a new technical language, and propagating that myth is a disservice to developing our future workforce.
Hundreds of thousands of digital jobs that were offshored can be done in rural America. According to Matt Dunne, founder of the Center on Rural Innovation, this is needed as “rural America represents 15 percent of the nation’s workforce but only 5 percent of the digital economy jobs.” Matt is not interested in bringing the stereotypical call center jobs that make rural communities wary at the first mention of insourcing. Call center jobs have dignity too, of course, but they often demand long hours, pay poorly, and lack upward mobility. Instead, Matt envisions communities having a base of professional, tech jobs with substantial advancement opportunities. As economics Nobel Laureate James Heckman told me, “Some of the things companies outsource to China or Taiwan, they can outsource to Peoria, Illinois.” Although it is not feasible to bring entire global supply chains for tech back, we certainly should expand them to rural America. People in digital jobs may prefer buying a spacious house with a backyard in a rural community to paying $3,000 rent for a one-bedroom in Cupertino or a suburb of New York. Companies, in turn, may prefer to hire them in locations without huge wage premiums.
Practically speaking, we should focus first on “younger workers” for new tech credentialing and training, which, as Heckman demonstrates, has proven more successful compared to returns on training “displaced American workers in their forties” or more generally “older workers.” These younger high earners could, in turn, support many traditional jobs in a community and also provide a strong tax base. There are challenges. Many of these towns are demographically older and are seeing the flight of their younger population, leaving a smaller pool to develop as a tech anchor. The reality is that urban centers with numerous tech firms attract talented employees and their spouses because they provide multiple options for modern-day careers. Nobel Laureates Abhijit Banerjee and Esther Duflo further observe it is a hard road being the “one biotech firm in Appalachia” compared to firms located in a vibrant, urban center.
Telework offers some possibility of changing these dynamics. A rural town no longer needs a small cluster of tech firms to sustain a remote, tech workforce which can today apply for opportunities in companies located anywhere. In towns of a few thousand, training even twenty-five young residents a year in good tech jobs can be a game changer and turn around the local economy. These employees and their spouses could work for a large company headquartered elsewhere, be part of setting up a satellite office locally, join a hot, high-growth start-up located anywhere, or provide tech services to the local industry such as in biomanufacturing, timber or lumber processing, or health care. Each community will have to decide what mix is best for them. Some of the newly trained tech workers will eventually start their own businesses and can help build an ecosystem of entrepreneurialism and expertise to generate local wealth.
When it comes to midsize cities in the heartland such as Erie, Rochester, or Columbus, we should make substantial investments in technology infrastructure. This is not to say that the government can replicate the cultural magic of Silicon Valley, or that it can predict where the next Bill Gates or Jeff Bezos will locate. But by making foundational investments, like those that the federal government made in places like Silicon Valley, Boston, and Raleigh, we maximize our chances for new hubs to emerge in different industries. Even if remote work makes geography less relevant, there still are enough benefits to agglomeration for the most cutting-edge innovation work to cluster around leading research institutions.
Hubs in Erie or Columbus will help surrounding rural areas, allowing residents there to work remotely but commute occasionally to their company’s headquarters. A vision of “hub-and-spoke” ecosystems across our nation, each thriving and unique, is within reach. Someone working remotely in Paintsville can travel to Lexington (two hours), someone in Jefferson to Des Moines (one and a quarter hours), and someone in Beckley, West Virginia, to Raleigh-Durham (two and a half hours). They are far more likely to take a job for a company headquartered a few hours away than one in Silicon Valley. An attractive model then, is to invest in new tech hubs in midsize cities that can be a home for high-growth businesses and combine that with talent cultivation in rural communities. This would enable a hybrid approach to remote work where employees can work from home but still drive to the office a few days a week.
But what is the best way to make such a vision possible, and how do we do so quickly and effectively? During the height of the Great Depression, Franklin Roosevelt offered a vision for “bold, persistent experimentation” to provide Americans with jobs and economic security. Tackling geographic inequality in our nation requires a similarly bold vision but one that addresses the unique dynamics of a twenty-first-century economy, recognizing what many new jobs will look like. The agenda outlined below offers proposals to help bring prosperity to rural America and midsize cities in the digital age, while also serving as an invitation for further experimentation.
DIGITAL GRANT COLLEGES
Abraham Lincoln created the land grant universities in 1862 by signing the Morrill Act, which parceled federal land out to each state that they would use to establish public universities. The purpose of these universities, according to West Virginia University president Gordon Gee, was to provide practical instruction in the agricultural and mechanical fields to prepare Americans for the new jobs created by the industrial revolution. Gee argues that the large public universities that resulted helped America emerge as the dominant twentieth-century economy. Studies show that parts of the country that were awarded land grant universities saw larger population density, more manufacturing output per worker, better-educated citizens, and higher salaries. Today, there are a total of 112 land grant institutions, located in every state, and Gee envisions these universities as the economic factories of the twenty-first century. He wants to harness them to prepare Americans for the technology revolution. For instance, places like West Virginia University, Ohio State University, and Michigan State University can focus on providing applied technical training for the hundreds of thousands of unfilled tech jobs that currently exist in the country. We should provide funding to these institutions to create digital grant colleges analogous to the space grant and sea grant colleges that exist today.
As Gee sees it, the Covid-19 crisis was a potential accelerant for virtual jobs, pushing trends and capabilities for remote work forward by ten years. More people now see the benefits of telecommuting and of living in rural communities that have a great quality of life. Land grant universities should make the most of this unique opportunity by being practical about the needed skills in a modern economy.
Gee helped me craft a proposal for the Department of Commerce to provide institutions with up to $100 million annually in digital grants to develop future-of-work programs. These programs would provide students, including adults seeking a new path, with applied technology associate or bachelor degrees as well as industry credentials and certificates. Land grant universities would be the natural pilot grant recipients since their explicit mission focuses on serving the “industrial classes,” or, in other words, working-class families. Extension programs in rural areas already exist, which primarily help farmers with the latest agricultural innovations, and these can be expanded to provide certifications in digital skills.
One of the goals of this program would also be to bring private sector expertise to job training. The tech curriculum is often lacking due to the absence of private sector consultation. Currently, 71 percent of tech talent is employed in private industry, 18 percent in the education sector, and 11 percent in the government. And in today’s changing economy, it is difficult for university faculty to be nimble enough to meet industry needs without the private sector’s direct participation. Jason Su, the cofounder of Whiterabbit.ai, a hot Silicon Valley AI company, shares that the biggest barrier students face today in finding a tech job is their lack of experience in “real world projects that lack textbook solutions” or industry products such as Amazon Web Services or Microsoft Dynamics. This lack of familiarity becomes apparent in interviews, and academic curriculums are insufficient for making someone job ready. With all this in mind, to receive funding under the new land grant program, universities would need to demonstrate a thorough knowledge of the needs of private industry and plan for collaborating on instruction. Heckman has demonstrated that job programs should lead to a credential “valued by employers” and have “strong links with local employers” to be effective.
Digital grant colleges can also partner with leading research universities or online education platforms to access cutting-edge content that employers view favorably. In a post-Covid world, they can pursue a hybrid model for online learning that combines interactive classroom experience with material from popular technical courses from Stanford or MIT. Online.Stanford.edu, for instance, offers classes ranging from algorithmic design to AI techniques to careers in media technology. Coursera offers six-month courses for credentials relevant to digital entry jobs, with content produced by Google, Facebook, or Salesforce and high job placement rates at a cost of a few hundred dollars per student.
Finally, the Department of Commerce should provide funding to set up remote apprenticeship or internships with tech companies. Employers like Amazon, Microsoft, or Salesforce who want to see more students trained on their software will have a particular incentive to participate. For those students who do not secure paid apprenticeships or internships, the Department would provide a stipend for tuition and living expenses.
West Virginia University’s tech extension campus in the rural town of Beckley is a model for what digital grant colleges can look like. I saw firsthand the enthusiasm for fostering entrepreneurship and tech careers when I visited in 2018. Carolyn Long, the campus president, is on a mission to bring new economic opportunity to a region devastated by the decline of coal. She touts the hundreds of graduates, many from coal mining families, who now work in innovative sectors such as financial services, information technology, automotive design, and advanced manufacturing.
The campus has tailored innovation to the local strengths of the region, recognizing that their needs are different from those of Silicon Valley, Boston, or New York. It launched a degree for Adventure Recreation Management, allowing students to specialize in businesses focused on outdoor activities, as well as a degree in construction management, recognizing the region’s need for infrastructure projects. The school also takes great pride in its diversity. I was amazed to see that one of the most respected professors was a Pakistani woman with a thick accent teaching computer science. When I asked the school administrators for a success story, I expected to hear about some student who came from a family that had generations of coal miners. Instead, they said if they were to “select one student who embodies the sense of invigorating and innovation our school has taken on in the last five years, it would be Nima Sahab Shahmir.” Nima lived in Iran until he was sixteen. He majored in computer science and had already established a promising start-up creating biodegradable plastic from mushroom roots.
Imagine if we also had many such campuses across the U.S. It would boost economic growth in hard-hit regions and foster the type of multiculturalism that accompanies innovation. China builds a new technology-focused university almost every week. If we are to compete in the twenty-first century, we must establish digital capability, training, and research at many of our regional universities.
NATIONAL DIGITAL CORPS
America has an unrivaled tech base with star power that captures the world’s imagination. This base should be mobilized to shrink the digital gap. We should create a national digital corps where the brightest minds in technology spend three to six months partnering with universities, community colleges, and local businesses to build effective credentialing and apprenticeship programs and mentor newly trained workers in left-behind communities. Similar to the Peace Corps, participants would receive a stipend for living expenses and would enhance their own résumés by taking a service role as well as develop a better understanding for the preferences of their rural user base and new opportunities in rural markets. David Simas, the Obama Foundation CEO, has funded tech professionals seeking to make this kind of a social impact. As he has learned, the key to success is that they recognize that any initiative “has to be done by local communities, not to them” and that local leaders oversee projects.
The University of Idaho partnered with an initiative called Innovation Collective to tap into Silicon Valley digital expertise. Even though the program is severely resource-constrained, they convinced Apple and Facebook employees to train hundreds of Idahoans in app development and data science. This program helped strengthen the economy of Coeur d’Alene, a mining and manufacturing town that now has more than a hundred new businesses, many focused on robotics and AI.
A national digital corps could help scale such training and entrepreneurship across our nation. And it could also help local retailers and local governments adapt to the digital age. The average retail store does not have proprietary products or large enough margins to sell on Amazon. However, these stores can craft plans for how to build brand loyalty online and use technology to better manage their operations. They also can promote online sales on their social media platforms, partner with third parties that sell on e-commerce sites, or collaborate with local retailers to create a digital mall that provides an alternative to Amazon by combining the online and in-person shopping experience. Finally, small businesses can learn to geotarget online, which is more effective and far cheaper than traditional sources of advertising such as television or radio. As far as local governments go, a digital corps can help them train and employ residents to build what scholar Ethan Zuckerman calls “digital public infrastructure,” including digital libraries, online forums where local residents can “talk, share, and relate” about local events, and interactive government websites for services.
COMPUTER SCIENCE FOR ALL
Every K–12 student in America should have computer science as part of their curriculum, alongside math, reading, and science. According to Code.org, there are more than 400,000 open computing positions in the U.S. However, only 47 percent of high schools teach computer science, and only ten states provide classes for all grades. This leaves tens of millions of students without access to the education needed to prepare them for some of the best-paying jobs in the country.
The call for universal computer science education is not some conformist vision to make everyone a coder in an economy where people have different talents and interests. Rather, computer science is valuable even for the vast majority who have no desire to pursue a tech career. Many would benefit from understanding the basics about apps, coding, and the internet. In the same way that math classes teach logic, shop classes teach us about making things, and humanities classes teach us about critical thinking and empathy, computer science classes teach problem solving and give us confidence about using technology. In today’s workplace, people cannot be afraid to use computers or operate machines.
It is no wonder that even the Trump White House chose to feature Apple CEO Tim Cook and IBM chair Ginni Rometty to launch their “Find Something New” campaign touting twenty-first-century jobs not requiring college degrees. This initiative, kicked off at the height of the Covid-19 crash, was too cavalier about finding new work, but it speaks to the bipartisan recognition that technical know-how is essential. Almost all of the new jobs that the campaign advertises, including numerous blue-collar ones, require technical training where some proficiency in computer science is helpful.
Computer science consistently ranks as one of the most popular subjects among students, and 90 percent of parents want their children to study computer science. According to a Microsoft survey, 88 percent of teachers believe computer science is essential to preparing students for the workplace. But currently there is an acute shortage of computer science teachers. To achieve universal computer science education, we must invest in training and certifying more teachers, with a target of at least twenty thousand new computer science teachers in the next five years. Ali Partovi, the founder of Code.org, estimates that a $1 billion investment in teacher training and computer science education can help achieve that goal.
FEDERAL SOFTWARE HIRING INCENTIVES FOR RURAL AREAS
The federal government should give favorable consideration to contract bids from companies that have 10 percent of a project’s professional workforce in rural communities. Federal software contracts can be worth billions of dollars. We recently saw intense competition between Microsoft, Amazon, Oracle, and IBM to win the Department of Defense’s $10 billion cloud computing contract, which supported thousands of jobs. Imagine if the competing companies received favorable consideration for hiring people for tech jobs from left-out regions. Government IT projects, moreover, currently specify the exact degrees and credentials of each employee at contracting company; but if this were switched to outcome-based criteria it would widen the aperture of the candidates companies can hire.
An incentive for a more dispersed workforce would be effective in a post-Covid world where companies encourage remote work. Big tech or Fortune 500 companies would not necessarily have to hire locally to qualify but could encourage existing employees to move to rural areas, particularly back to their home states. Companies with offshore locations typically send a couple high-skilled employees from their headquarters to launch and manage them. There is no reason that they cannot do that within the U.S. The few employees who move can oversee projects and help seed a successful tech culture in new locations. Companies could also retain tech contractors from rural areas, which could make up a percentage of the 10 percent requirement.
As an additional incentive, we should have a federal tax credit of up to $10,000 per tech employee hired in a rural community. This type of tax incentive was successful in Quebec, which introduced hiring incentives for older workers. Such a credit may not have moved the needle pre-Covid, but it will now accelerate the trend of working from locations outside expensive, superstar cities. Tulsa, for example, found great success with this approach, attracting more than 250 professionals to their community to work remotely with a $10,000 cash grant. Similarly, West Virginia has begun to offer $12,000 plus free recreational activities and coworking space for anyone who will move to the state and work remotely. There are examples in the private sector as well. Stripe, a financial technology company, offers its employees a $20,000 incentive to move away from expensive cities like San Francisco and accept a 10 percent pay cut. In fact, polling done on Blind, an online community of 3.6 million, shows two thirds of professionals in Silicon Valley, Seattle, and New York are willing to relocate to cheaper places.
REVITALIZING MAIN STREET
Incentivizing the dispersion of tech jobs is only part of the battle, however. Anyone who lives or works in rural communities will tell you it’s insufficient to focus just on job creation. Young people want a vibrant downtown that will be an engaging place to live and raise a family. Zachary Mannheimer, a high school classmate of mine from Council Rock, focuses on rural development in Iowa. He argues that as second- and third-tier cities get saturated, Americans will have an incentive to move to rural areas. He is passionate about reversing the trend that David Autor documented of college graduates moving to cities and settling down there.
Mannheimer shared with me that the key is “the work of creative place making.” If rural communities want to attract tech employees to live there, or convince college graduates to stay, they need to invest in new restaurants, affordable housing, public transportation, theaters, music venues, and sports facilities.
Federal programs aimed at rural job creation and retaining a young workforce must include public funds for reimagining downtowns. This can mitigate the “chicken and egg problem” that Abhijit Banerjee and Esther Duflo pinpoint, where towns cannot invest in vibrant shopping and dining districts before they have enough young people to frequent them. We need to subsidize communities taking this leap of faith, especially considering the possibilities for remote work and local entrepreneurship that the post-pandemic world has opened. Left-behind communities should have the opportunity to pursue new dreams, and, ultimately, attracting young professionals may be as important as attracting the jobs themselves.
THE NEXT GREATEST THING: INTERNET IN YOUR HOUSE
According to House Majority Whip James E. Clyburn, in the 1940s a farmer speaking to a gathering in a small rural Tennessee church said: “Brothers and sisters: I want to tell you this. The greatest thing on Earth is to have the love of God in your heart. And the next greatest thing is to have electricity in your house.” FDR understood that “electricity is a modern necessity of life and ought to be found in every village, every home and on every farm in every part of the United States.” Today, the next greatest thing and the next modern necessity is internet access.
The story of Peter and Elizabeth Leo, both thirty-six, who settled just outside Storm Lake, Iowa, earlier this year highlights how much work we have remaining. Peter teaches middle school social studies and Elizabeth is the city clerk for nearby Aurelia. They both complain of slow and spotty internet service. “It’s a huge hassle,” Peter says. He has to drive thirty miles from his home to buy an AT&T SIM card for his modem, and less-reliable Internet also means Peter has problems on Zoom calls, which makes it challenging to teach during the pandemic. As for Elizabeth, she will often make a forty-minute round-trip drive to City Hall to release an urgent public notice over the internet.
Currently, about 21 million Americans lack affordable internet access, including more than 25 percent of people in rural areas. A staggering 15 percent of households with children at home still lack a high-speed internet connection. If our country can afford more than $3 trillion of relief spending during Covid-19, over $6 trillion on wars since 9/11, and a Pentagon budget of nearly $740 billion annually, we can make the $80 billion investment necessary to provide affordable high-speed internet to every American.
Whip Clyburn has a proposal to do this, helping both red and blue counties, both white areas and communities of color. It gives federal grants to municipalities, co-ops, or private companies to provide affordable internet services to places without access. The bill prioritizes fiber to rural, rejecting the conventional wisdom that only big cities need fast internet service. This provision is opposed by many telecom lobbyists. They fear that a fiber public sector option, subsidized by taxpayers, will put pressure on companies that use copper cable and telephone wires which are much slower and inferior, to upgrade. What is sad is that the opposition of the telecom industry has stood in the way of rural Americans accessing the best tech opportunities. That is why a significant share of the funding in the Clyburn bill goes to municipalities or co-ops that pay prevailing wages and have strong labor protections. They would own the infrastructure they build so that big companies could not sweep in later and undercut them. Doing so would finally invite the 21 million Americans who still lack connectivity into the digital economy.
DEMOCRATIZING CAPITAL
Communities need access to capital. As economist Stephan Weiler and his coauthors have demonstrated, the lack of lending and capital investment is one of the biggest impediments for new business creation in rural communities.
AOL founder Steve Case preaches that talent in America is everywhere, but nearly 80 percent of the venture capital funding goes to only three states: California, New York, and Massachusetts. While California had nearly 4,000 VC deals and New York 1,400 in 2019, the state of West Virginia had only one. A state like Iowa, where the digital computer was invented, had only about 30 deals. Case is trying to solve this problem. His pioneering fund, Rise of the Rest, is allocating $300 million to invest in talented entrepreneurs outside the superstar cities.
There is only so much, however, a committed entrepreneur like Case can do without government assistance to scale. We should establish at least twenty regional venture capital funds of $500 million each to supplement private money and invest in start-ups with high growth potential. As Brad Feld, a leading entrepreneur and thinker about venture capital, shared with me, these funds should be public-private partnerships led by local entrepreneurs without conflicts of interest, including next-generation leaders. They should bet on promising entrepreneurs from a locally developed tech workforce who may revitalize regional economies. Some of the fund recipients may turn out to be the next Brian Armstrong, a former midlevel software engineer who started Coinbase, or Jack Dorsey, founder of Twitter, who attended the University of Missouri–Rolla. The venture model is admittedly limited to less-capital-intensive businesses, with a focus on early-stage innovation and software start-ups as public policy expert Dan Breznitz fairly points out, which is why we also need federal grants, loans, and purchase agreements to support private industry that is engaged in production.
As important, we need financing options for businesses that are not aiming for astronomical returns. Small businesses, including start-ups, in many towns depend on community banks. Many of these businesses may not have the connections to get loans from big banks, which make bureaucratic assumptions about credit risk without knowing the character of a particular entrepreneur. According to Weiler’s research, counties with strong community banks have higher job growth and greater resilience to economic shocks like the Great Recession. Former Iowa governor Terry Branstad used to say that a vibrant Iowa town usually had two things: locally owned community banks and a good local newspaper.
We need strategies to infuse community banks with more capital and prevent their decline. Approximately half of the country’s nearly five thousand community banks are in rural counties of populations under fifty thousand. But they have only 15 percent of financial assets—a combined total of about $3 trillion compared to the big banks, which have more than $15 trillion. Economist Jason Furman floated an intriguing idea: Congress could authorize the Federal Reserve’s regional banks to provide nonrecourse loans to community banks to cover a significant percentage of their small business loans, particularly for higher-growth businesses. For example, if a community bank lends a business $50,000, the Fed could lend the community bank most of that capital ($47,500), charging a small haircut so that the bank still has some skin in the game. The bank would be obligated to pay the Fed back as long as the business does not go under. This would reduce the risk of lending for community banks and limit their losses if a business does fail.
Although lending to large, legacy companies has less risk than to any particular small business, the Fed regional banks could dilute the risk by empowering many community banks to lend to a broad range of small businesses and also help distribute economic development in our nation to left-behind communities. This is consistent with the Fed’s original charter of promoting regional economic development, and Congress could explicitly authorize them to do so. Furman’s proposal is an invitation for other creative solutions. For instance, an alternative is having the Fed lend to a third-party institution like the Small Business Administration, which could partner with community banks to support local business activity.
AMERICAN CENTERS OF TECHNOLOGY
Vannevar Bush, the director of the Office of Scientific Research and Development during World War II, and Senator Harley Kilgore of West Virginia debated back in the 1940s whether peacetime federal investment in science should be distributed geographically. According to Daniel Kevles, a historian of science, Bush advocated for an approach of prioritizing elite institutions such as MIT, which he believed would do the “best science.” Kilgore wanted scientific funding to be “in the best interests of meeting the nation’s social and economic needs” and favored money going to every state to create jobs. Bush won the argument.
Today, the trade-off between the best science and geographical distribution is in fact not as stark. Even though tech jobs have been concentrated, our nation’s leadership in innovation across all sectors does not stem from just a few top universities. It is far more broad-based. The U.S. claims eighteen of the top twenty spots for academic institutions with the most patents in the world, including schools in Indiana, Michigan, and Wisconsin. The breadth of our top research institutions fuels competition and allows for unique schools of thinking to emerge and specialization to take place. We have more than 60 percent of the world’s top one hundred research universities, and many could anchor tech hubs.
We should create American Centers of Technology near research universities in every state in this country by the end of this decade. Jonathan Gruber and Simon Johnson show in Jump-Starting America that there are 102 cities that have the ingredients to become successful innovation centers. Their conclusion is similar to the Brookings report entitled “The Case for Growth Centers: How to Spread Tech Innovation Across America,” which finds thirty-five promising cities, many overlapping with Gruber and Johnson’s list.
A policy of creating new tech hubs should begin with the most promising locations and then gradually expand. A place that already has a tech-savvy research university or national laboratory and a few start-up successes under its belt will likely have an angel network that can increase the odds of success. The mission of these hubs is to promote breakthrough science, commercialization, and industrialization, leading to new businesses and high-paying jobs. The program would be administered by the Commerce Department with a board of independent PhD scientists and successful business leaders to evaluate proposals. According to Johnson and Gruber, the cost would be at least $3 billion over ten years to set up each hub of one million people. This funding would establish faculty endowments, data infrastructure, land acquisition, technical facilities, STEM education, and career training—investments that have positive externalities for a region and that companies focused on quarterly earnings reports would not underwrite on their own. Each hub would specialize in a few technologies based on their regional assets and expertise. The cutting-edge fields would include quantum computing, data science, clean energy, cybersecurity, robotics, electronics manufacturing, and synthetic biology. Gruber tells me that public investment in research and development has, over the long run, a 50 percent annualized rate of return, compared to only 20 percent of private sector R&D.
The idea for technology hubs has already gained bipartisan traction in Congress because it provides significant opportunities for noncoastal cities in the Midwest and South and also is pro-growth. With Senate Majority Leader Chuck Schumer and two Republicans, Senator Todd Young and Representative Mike Gallagher, I introduced the Endless Frontier Act in 2020, named after Vannevar Bush’s 1945 report calling for more science investment. The bill, which is expected to pass, proposes the creation of, at least, ten hubs and provides more than $50 billion in new money for the Department of Commerce, Department of Energy, and the National Science Foundation. Our largest hurdle was frankly overcoming the risk aversion, territorialism, and institutional stagnancy of many House Science Committee staffers who, though knowledgeable about science and technology, opposed the legislation at almost every turn and simply wanted to default to how they did things. In certain cases, longtime Hill staffers, captured by decades of status quo interests and thinking, are the unseen barriers to bold policy and change.
Our bill is rooted in principles that made America an economic powerhouse in the first place, such as the “Wisconsin idea.” As Gallagher often notes, the Wisconsin idea is the philosophy that fundamental university research can be applied to make huge leaps in improving people’s lives and thereby create vital industry and economic growth. Advances in applied science in turn lead to advances in theoretical science. The process is dynamic and interdependent. Our legislation empowers cities to partner with the private sector and decide what technologies to prioritize. While some cities will choose to go all in for fast-growing green jobs, a city like Pittsburgh may diversify its investments in biotechnology, additive printing, and robotics in addition to its solar industry. Cities can also focus on advances in the manufacturing processes in critical industries to make existing products “better, more reliable, and cheap enough”—what Dan Breznitz calls “continuous innovation”—instead of only betting on research to launch entirely “novel products.”
The reaction to our legislation has not all been positive. When Fox News did a piece on my proposal to bring tech jobs across the country, which was a precursor to Endless Frontier, some readers commented, “If you come to middle America leave your liberalism in California.” And “Look at Ro, Omar. Rashida—is that what you want your Congress to look like.” The racism stung. Although the burden should never be on marginalized groups to earn acceptance from the “group in power,” I was nonetheless hopeful that my bipartisan work might reduce stereotypes about Asian Americans by highlighting that we are job creators, not outsiders or offshorers. For many years, I have been sensitive to the perception of India as a tech outsource hub and the suspicion that an Indian American as the face of Silicon Valley may engender. The comments on the Fox article invoked for me the memory of a young campaign volunteer of mine, visibly shaken, as he recounted how a man spit on him and refused to accept a campaign pamphlet because of an assumption that I was exporting jobs. I told him we should continue to show up in that neighborhood. Since I have been in Congress, I have been showing up. Good policy will not win over everyone, but I have seen how concrete initiatives to create innovative jobs, particularly for the next generation, can break through.
CHALLENGING NIMBYISM
Regan Forge, an Iowa native, told me with great enthusiasm how she met Mark Zuckerberg during her 2019 college internship with the Chan Zuckerberg Biohub in San Francisco. There she spent ten weeks working on image processing and AI to analyze different stages of the malaria infection in red blood cells. But she could not afford to move there long-term. Restrictive land use policies have prevented the construction of affordable housing, to the point where most would-be residents have no idea how they could afford an apartment, let alone a house in the Bay Area. An attitude of NIMBYism, meaning “not in my backyard,” is currently blocking new housing and quashing the aspirations of many young people like Regan who want to work in the Valley. In fact, Enrico Moretti and his colleague Chang-Tai Hsieh estimate that the lack of sufficient affordable housing in places like Silicon Valley reduces our GDP by nearly $1.4 trillion.
We need a federal program that incentivizes cities to build affordable housing near public transportation with grants for education, transportation, and infrastructure. These grants could propel a race to the top for rational zoning policy that addresses all the equities. Solving housing and traffic problems is critical for Silicon Valley’s own growth and dynamism. To keep and attract new entrepreneurs, California also needs to expedite the permitting process without sacrificing environmental concerns, insist on reinstatement of the federal SAALT deduction for local and state taxes, and limit new taxes that impact start-ups. In the absence of reform, California risks losing talent. Last year, we saw headlines about Oracle moving their headquarters to Austin, Hewlett Packard Enterprise to Houston, and Tesla building its new 4-million-square-foot facility in Austin. Start-ups and techies are likewise leaving for other booming cities such as Seattle, Denver, and Chicago.
Reports of the demise of Silicon Valley are, however, greatly exaggerated. Migration in and out of Silicon Valley always ebbs and flows. People rush in when there is a boom, it gets crowded, and then people leave to go somewhere with a lower cost of living or lower taxes once they’ve made their money. The Valley’s base is exceptionally strong with our anchor companies like Apple and Google, risk-taking and immigrant culture, global leadership in AI and quantum computing, great weather, and the world’s premier research universities. We also have nearly 50 percent of the nation’s venture capital and are flooded with new wealth in the Bay Area with recent IPOs like Airbnb, valued at more than $100 billion. My friends at Y Combinator, one of the top start-up accelerators, shared that even during the pandemic up-and-coming techies traveled to the Bay Area to set up shop, inspired by the Valley’s culture, history, and folklore.
Silicon Valley today is exclusive in a double sense. It has concentrated digital jobs and wealth and also set up a moat in the form of high housing prices to deter many from getting in. Placed-based policies would both spread out the jobs, including to small towns that are not already thriving hubs, and build drawbridges to welcome more inside the high-tech capital.
REIMAGINING WHAT IS POSSIBLE: SILICON VALLEY MEETS JEFFERSON, IOWA
On a Saturday night in September of 2019, more than five hundred Iowans packed into the Greene County Community Center to learn about tech training and jobs that were coming to Jefferson, Iowa. Jefferson is a town of about four thousand people. I was there with the Republican governor, Kim Reynolds, who’d had the ambition to complete her college degree as a grandmother in her late fifties, when she was lieutenant governor. Something about our presence onstage together—a progressive Indian American from the Bay Area with an Ivy League degree, joined by a conservative governor from the heartland who was a nontraditional student—conveyed that we could look past our bubbles to discover the value of building a digital future in smaller towns across America.
The Jefferson project is the brainchild of Linc Kroeger and Chris Deal, who believe that rural America has the talent to contribute to the digital economy but has lacked the opportunity. They want Jefferson to become a rural hub for a tech workforce, and to start it on this path they leveraged a $600,000 loan at 0 percent interest from the United States Department of Agriculture, as well as grants and loans from the local city and county, plus Chris’s own financial commitment. They began by renovating a vacant building into a tech training facility and collaborated with Pillar Technology, which was acquired by Accenture, to jump-start the project by providing an advanced four-month training in software design at the facility. They also had the foresight to partner with educational institutions, so that Jefferson would not be dependent on a single tech employer. Des Moines Area Community College (DMACC) became an active partner by offering a nine-course, high-technology certificate that would prepare students either for the four-month training or for other tech job opportunities. Rob Denson, the college’s president, and Joel Lundstrom, the provost, personally follow each student in the nine-course program and are invested in their career success.
The community was also inspired to vote for a multimillion-dollar bond to build a new high school and career academy that allows students to take college-level technology courses as juniors and seniors. Iowa Central Community College is running the career academy, which provides practical training not just in software development but also in ag tech, advancement manufacturing, and construction with computer-aided design. The bond for the career academy would not have passed without the excitement and buzz about the prospect of software development jobs. The pursuit of tech jobs can inspire a community’s broader economic revitalization initiatives.
A year before the launch, Kroeger and MD Isley, the dean of Business, Management and Information Technology at DMACC, visited my district to form partnerships with Silicon Valley, and Valley leaders stepped up. Kevin Scott, the CTO of Microsoft, wrote a check for scholarships to be used at DMACC or Iowa Central. Ron and Jane Olson, a philanthropic California couple with Iowa roots, covered tuition for promising Latino students. Greg Sands, a prominent venture capitalist, funded a local entrepreneur. The Tech Interactive, a venerable Silicon Valley institution, agreed to train participating high schools in curriculum design. Ripple, a cryptocurrency company, helped fund a tech center on Iowa Central’s campus, and other companies pledged either internships or money. But the real contribution these Silicon Valley leaders provided was challenging coastal insularity. For too long, tech companies and policymakers neglected potential talent in places like Jefferson. But these leaders broke the mold and made an unconventional business bet on expanding the sources of the future workforce.
The message was not lost on Nikki McCloud, twenty-eight, who grew up in Halbur, Iowa, a town of about 250 people. She participated in the Jefferson program to show her three-year-old daughter that “if you really want something you will do what you can to achieve it.” Nikki went to college briefly but had to quit to support her parents. For years, she worked three part-time jobs as a medical manager at a nursing home, an optician, and a pharmacy technician to make a combined annual salary of $24,000. She then found a job making nearly $56,000 a year as a contract relations manager at an appliance repair company. But she is a techie at heart and wanted to pursue a tech career. For her, Covid-19 highlighted how much “we are at the mercy of technology.” Nikki aspired to be a builder, not just a consumer, of technology. She was committed to doing that in Iowa, so her parents and extended family could be part of her daughter’s life.
The Jefferson project provided her with exactly that opportunity. Nikki finished the nine-course, high-tech certificate at DMACC as an evening student while working her day job and juggling her duties as a mother. She was initially concerned about how she would do the four-month training with Accenture in the winter of 2021 without any salary. But Accenture delivered. The company not only gave her a stipend of $19 an hour during her four-month training as a “knowledge transfer analyst” but structured the program to allow her to keep her other job. Nikki had a “great experience” saying that the “amount of education and courses” Accenture made available to her was “overwhelmingly impressive.” Because of her experience, she was able to return to her previous employer with a major promotion as a data analyst and an increase in salary by over 25 percent.
Imagine how many Nikki McClouds we are overlooking who have the grit and ambition to pursue technology jobs but lack pathways. If Jefferson could set up a comprehensive tech training program and a career academy, why has the federal government not made similar investments? Would we not improve our competitiveness if technology companies were incentivized to have 10 percent of their workforce composed of employees like Nikki? And wouldn’t communities across the nation benefit?
The Jefferson project is now facing the hurdle of attracting a pipeline of students signing up. As Nikki put it to me, you are “either in the skilled trades or do factory work or work at a bank or a restaurant.” It will take time to convince families that their child should forgo other options, or that a software career is possible without leaving home. But no one understands this better than Chris Deal, one of the founders of the project. He told me most of his classmates left Jefferson after graduating and never returned. As he put it, “the mindset was that success wasn’t something that was possible in small rural communities like Jefferson. If you were going to be successful, you had to go elsewhere.” Deal came back to Jefferson determined to expand the horizon of possibilities for the next generation. He is not concerned about overdevelopment or gentrification because tech salaries in Jefferson reflect the cost of living and scaling up will be a gradual process over years. The reality is that housing values are depressed in Jefferson, as in many rural communities, and they are losing young people, so they would “gladly take the problems of increasing housing prices and rapid population growth.”
Accenture’s commitment to provide internships to some of the early DMACC and Iowa Central students, like Nikki McCloud, was also key to getting the Jefferson project off the ground as it diversifies its employer base. Robert Hoffman, the company’s former director of government affairs, Robin Boggs, the U.S. corporate citizenship lead, were evangelists for the program with their bosses, insisting that the multinational corporation could not abandon it when the economy took a nosedive because of the pandemic. Given Covid-19, they had to transition from on-site training to a remote training model for their inaugural 2021 class. One lesson is that tech-to-rural development initiatives must have many stakeholders to be flexible and resilient in overcoming unanticipated challenges. Accenture also had to reevaluate their goal of providing apprenticeships to successful interns at the Jefferson facility itself, clarifying that apprentices would likely have to move to major offices like Chicago to pursue additional opportunities with the company. Even with remote work, it is naive to underestimate the challenges of bringing high-paying, global jobs to rural communities, especially absent strong government incentives. As Chris Deal told me, “If it were easy, someone would have done it” already.
When all is said and done, the country, not just Jefferson, is better off because of the determination of local leaders to see the project through choppy waters. Employees like Nikki McCloud, who had the opportunity to work for one of the world’s premier tech consulting shops, are ambassadors for the new economy in their hometown. They generate new income, ideas, and networks for their local community, linking it to our broader nation.
3
RACIAL AND GENDER EQUITY
As Ifeoma Ozoma watched the iPhone recording of George Floyd’s lynching, she reflected on the lynching of Emmett Till and the chilling photographs of the open casket that had helped spark the civil rights movement. Those images had exposed the brutality of American racism nearly sixty-five years prior. Now, a smartphone recording of the helpless cries of a dying Black man launched a modern movement, as social media users ensured the footage went viral. Having worked at Google, Facebook, and Pinterest, Ozoma was part of the new tech world that helped make this movement possible. But she felt helpless and angry as she saw tech companies profess solidarity with Black Lives Matter.
Ozoma had experienced a very different side of these Silicon Valley powerhouses, and the hypocrisy gnawed at her. It was easy to oppose racism when the perpetrator is the “other,” a cop in Minneapolis far removed from Valley offices. But where had their outrage been at the inequality happening closer to home, under their own roofs? Where was their stand against the issues these companies could easily control: the unjust Silicon Valley hiring practices, promotion decisions, pay scales, retention efforts, and management structures that, on a daily basis, devalue Black lives? Ozoma knew the indignity all too well. She had been chased out.
Ozoma’s journey to Silicon Valley was improbable. She is the daughter of Nigerian immigrants, spent her early childhood in Anchorage, and then was raised by a single mother in North Carolina. Her voice broke when she spoke to me about losing her mother to cancer during her sophomore year at Yale. Her mother was a beloved chemistry teacher who instilled in her children a passion for education, and Ozoma excelled. She studied political science and wrote a thesis on privacy and the Fourth Amendment. It took a Yale degree, a tour-de-force thesis, and two Google internships for her to be hired as a Black woman in Silicon Valley. From the day she started working, she was aware Black women needed to be twice as good, and insanely credentialed, to find a seat at the tech table.
She did well at Google and soon landed a job at Facebook to lead counterspeech efforts and a program assisting small businesses across the nation. The program was Sheryl Sandberg’s brainchild. At both Google and Facebook, Ozoma felt the burden of being the only Black woman in many meetings and social gatherings but did not face overt discrimination. After Charlottesville, she mustered the courage to ask Facebook CEO Zuckerberg to share his thoughts about the traumatic event with the employee community. She and other Blacks found his answer vague and lacking in any depth of understanding about the pain and legacy of historical racism. But she soldiered on and did her work. In time, Pinterest became aware of her stellar reputation and made a full-court press to recruit her. Ozoma heard Pinterest was a place that valued diverse perspectives, and she took a position there hoping to put her education to use in designing an inclusive public forum.
But what happened at Pinterest was so hurtful that Ozoma left Silicon Valley and moved to New Mexico. Ozoma launched efforts to align Pinterest’s promotion with its values, including an effort to block the promotion of content about slave plantation weddings and to block anti-vaccine content. Soon after, however, her manager gave her negative performance reviews because she did not discuss both sides of these issues. The review impacted her pay. A white coworker, moreover, targeted her and released her personal information, including her cell phone number, street address, and email, to a conservative group. While Pinterest fired the employee responsible for the information leak, they had no system in place to help her lobby other tech companies to remove the information from cyberspace. She had to beg friends at Facebook and Google to help remove the information while Pinterest stalled in taking any action.
When Ozoma shared her experience on social media, a significant number of former Black employees at Pinterest came forward to Business Insider with their own accounts of a racist work environment. Kara Swisher soon after detailed in The New York Times how female executives at the company, even in very senior positions, were marginalized and disrespected while an insular group of men made the key decisions. As Swisher memorably put it, Pinterest, like many companies in the industry, is more of a “mirror-tocracy” when it comes to leadership roles than a meritocracy, “reflecting only those who look just like themselves.”
It was not just her experience at Pinterest, however, that made Ozoma want to leave the Valley. She told me she never wants to go back to a place where people act as if race and gender are immaterial. Her ideas were not taken seriously, she was ignored in the hallways, and she always felt she had to prove she belonged—all while her coworkers and managers never seemed to pause to consider what it might be like to be the rare Black woman in tech. Ozoma became fed up with the Valley explanations for not hiring other Black and Latino women. It cannot be dismissed as merely a pipeline issue, she explained, as a significant percentage of employees at these companies are in marketing, finance, legal, advertising, communication, and nontechnical fields. What explains the lack of hiring and retention of Black accountants and lawyers when there are many Black graduates to choose from in these fields?
The irony—as Karla Monterroso, the CEO of Code2040, observes—is that Ozoma is exactly the type of person the Valley needs to appeal to a growing black and brown customer base. Yet the reality is that “unfair behavior and treatment,” which includes stereotyping and condescension, is the top reason employees leave tech jobs. Layllen Sawyerr was one of fifteen Black employees who either left or was fired from the hot cryptocurrency start-up Coinbase. She said, “It was the first time I realized what racism felt like in the modern world… I felt like I was being bullied every day at work.” Black employees at Coinbase were “treated differently.” They were prominently featured in photo shoots to display the company’s “diversity,” but they were “talked down to and ignored” in meetings after the cameras left.
Monterroso finds it incomprehensible that the Valley is not putting in the resources to retain employees like Ozoma. Valerie Jarrett, President Barack Obama’s former senior advisor, similarly told me: “Diversity is actually a strength for these tech companies. They would be stronger if they hired more Black people and women, who then will bring new ideas to make the company more diverse and more successful.” Indeed, numerous studies show that companies with greater gender and racial diversity in their leadership attain more profitability, productivity, and shareholder value.
It’s also an issue of American competitiveness. If even top graduates from Yale leave the Valley without financial equity, it will only continue to exacerbate the racial wealth gap that has grown over the last three decades. Economists estimate that the racial wealth gap will reduce our overall GDP by nearly 5 percent over the next decade because a significant percentage of the population will continue to face discrimination that constrains their earning potential, productivity, and consumer spending. For those not inclined to prioritize issues of racial inequality, this statistic alone should be a wake-up call for change.
The exclusion of women and Black and Brown talent also means the marginalization of their issues. Lisa Jackson, a vice president at Apple, told me that “if you bring in a bunch of Black developers and say write me an app, it is almost always about a social issue.” Similarly, women often bring ethical and community issues to light that otherwise go unnoticed. Shouldn’t the toolmakers of all platforms that shape contemporary discourse and culture be diverse?
Tech should aspire to mitigate, not exacerbate, our segregation. Studies show that 75 percent of white Americans have “entirely white social networks.” Tech has the potential to break that paradigm and create more integrated networks, centered on joint work. The industry can begin by cultivating more women and Black and Brown leaders, who, in turn, can hire from communities of color, which is now possibly easier to scale through telework. The modern workplace may be one of the few spaces where Americans can escape from our own social bubbles and interact with those who have different backgrounds and perspectives. Ultimately, empowering brilliant young leaders like Ozoma to succeed in technology work environments is pro-dignity, pro-growth, and pro-democracy.
However, we still lack intentionality and urgency in addressing racial and gender equity in tech. The most driven Silicon Valley founders and investors often have tunnel vision—so focused on scale, on market size, on valuations, on moving fast, and on exit strategies that they barely pause to consider the ramifications of their actions on the deep racial and gender divides in our society. Since the beginning of tech’s rise, leaders like Reverend Jesse L. Jackson have called on companies to diversify their boards, executives, and recruits. This effort pushed big tech to report their numbers annually, but those numbers have not significantly improved. What frustrates Valerie Jarrett, as she shared with me, is that it takes a crisis like Covid-19 and George Floyd’s murder “to wake people up to the fact that many Black people don’t have access to the internet: no Wi-Fi, laptops, or ability to work from home,” and they are underrepresented in tech jobs. Mignon Clyburn, a former FCC commissioner, told me that after Covid and Floyd, “things are forever changed. No company or business can ever go back to how they did things prior.” Aware that Majority Whip Clyburn, her father, spent time in jail during the civil rights movement, Mignon Clyburn argues for bold action on the digital divide to live up to our moment in history.
There is overlap between an agenda to provide digital opportunity to Black and Brown communities and to white Americans in places left behind. While the causes and depth of exclusion and marginalization from our economy are very different, there are some commonalities in both the effects of this exclusion and in the solutions needed. Anne Case and Angus Deaton have written powerfully about the “despair” of middle-aged white Americans due to a lack of good-paying jobs. They see parallels in William Julius Wilson’s work documenting the social harms caused by the flight of manufacturing jobs in many Black communities in the 1960s and 1970s. In fact, Deaton and Case’s description of “despair” is echoed by philosopher Cornel West, who observed, “when you economically abandon a people” such as the Black community, they are “going to respond with very sad forms of despair.” He goes on to say, “that’s true for everybody. I don’t care what color you are. It’s true with Appalachia, it’s true with indigenous people, it’s true around the world.”
A modern jobs platform can have a broad coalition of support. A number of proposals from the previous chapter can be tailored to empower communities of color. Contrary to common perception, it is worth remembering that people of color make up nearly 20 percent of rural America. Many Black and Latino communities in both rural and urban areas desperately need high-speed broadband, computer science education, and funds for community revitalization. The national digital corps should be explicit in seeking partners in Black and Brown communities, and we should locate a high percentage of tech hubs in cities with significant populations of color.
As Ifeoma Ozoma’s story highlights, however, an agenda that does not specifically speak to race and gender inequities—and the ways in which those inequities often intersect—is blind and inadequate. It is impossible to achieve equity without addressing the unique needs of communities with an awareness of the overlapping historical exclusions of those communities’ identities, which is what Kimberlé Crenshaw means by intersectionality. This applies to the disability, faith, LGBTQ+ communities, and other marginalized groups as well. The task calls for far more than just affinity groups at companies.
This chapter highlights the additional interventions needed to promote racial and gender inclusion where the Valley is most visibly lacking. It is by no means comprehensive, but my hope is to invite further proposals by offering specific recommendations for structural change within tech companies as well as policies to invest in new credentialing, jobs, and entrepreneurs in communities of color. As the late Representative John Lewis said, “in many ways, technology rights are the new civil rights.” Economic empowerment in a modern economy is a key component of social justice.
RESTRUCTURING TECH COMPANIES
Tech needs more than chief diversity and inclusion officers. Although well intentioned and committed, these diversity officers are often siloed and lack meaningful authority about hiring, promotions, and doing business deals. Catherine Bracey, founder of TechEquity, says the creation of diversity officers is just a way for senior white, male executives to “offload responsibility usually to a person of color.” She finds it offensive that the burden to carry the ball forward for equity falls on members of underrepresented groups, an arrangement that only furthers the retention problem. Instead, tech CEOs and senior executives must take ownership of diversity goals with their compensation tied to metrics, just as they own sales or revenue numbers.
Another common tactic for shirking responsibility for diversity in Silicon Valley is to blame the pipeline problem. Yes, women represent less than 20 percent of computer science graduates, and the Black and Latino populations are underrepresented in computer science programs; and in turn, we do need more opportunities for women and people of color to acquire employable digital credentials. But the problem runs much deeper than that.
The exclusionary culture of tech drives many away from pursuing the career in the first place. It is not a lack of capability or interest: women, after all, constituted “most of the computing workforce” in the 1960s. But Emily Chang shows in Brotopia that the introduction and marketing of the personal computer created a young, male ethos around coding that was often sexist. And over time, that ethos became the dominant culture. In recent years, nearly half of women reported discrimination in the hiring process, and 41 percent of women leave tech midcareer compared to only 17 percent of men. Similarly, in a Code2040 study, nearly 70 percent of Black tech workers report feeling excluded because of their race. Karla Monterroso shared with me that less than one third of Black and Latino computer science graduates end up in tech careers despite nearly 700,000 open tech jobs. The systemic bias in tech will not be solved simply with more training sessions, reports, or conferences. What is needed are concrete, comprehensive policies that incentivize inclusion.
For starters, we should adopt a national law that requires a certain percentage of women, Black, and Latino leaders on the boards of public companies. Consider that nearly 70 percent of Fortune 500 companies do not have a single Latino member on their board, and 37 percent do not have a Black member. California successfully passed a law requiring companies to have at least one woman on the board by 2020 and up to three by 2022. The law has had an impact already, as 90 percent of California companies now have a woman on the board compared to 75 percent before the law was passed. More important, it triggered a conversation at almost every Silicon Valley company, including start-ups, about the need for gender equity. According to the Deloitte Global “Women in the Boardroom” report, more women on boards predictably leads to more women on the executive team, which in turn leads to a more diverse workforce. In addition to being morally right, it’s also good business practice. McKinsey’s “Delivering Through Diversity” report found that companies with more gender and ethnically diverse boards are significantly more likely to experience higher profits. More recently, California passed a law requiring companies to have two to three directors from underrepresented Black and Brown groups by 2022, though the impact remains to be seen. A law requiring a threshold percentage is better than a fixed number, so that companies cannot dilute diverse representation by expanding their board.
Diverse board members are better able to address inequities in a corporate culture than current chief diversity officers. They are better equipped to call for internal investigations upon hearing complaints that executives promote their own friends at the expense of high-performing people of color and to press CEOs on improving retention numbers. They are far more likely to recommend Black- and Brown-led vendors who they know to be exceptional from their own networks. They can push for cultural change so corporate leaders give deals to overlooked Black and Brown financial, legal, and technology service firms instead of simply holding minority business fairs or offering coaching that can frankly come off as patronizing. And they can apply more diverse perspectives and rolodexes for recruiting talent, filling senior roles, and developing business strategy.
At the same time, Joan Williams, author of White Working Class, observes that many working-class women “would never get near the C-suite” which has offices for high-level executives. So it would be a mistake to assume that diversifying the top echelons speaks directly to bread-and-butter economic issues. But it still matters. As one of the first Indian Americans to make it to Congress, I can tell you that it was a matter of pride not just for the professionals at the top, but for the larger community who trusted me to understand their unique experience and wanted their kids to have role models in public service. In today’s America, serving in senior corporate roles can similarly uplift the aspirations of underrepresented groups. More practically, people in these positions are determining the salaries and careers of hundreds of thousands of Americans, including blue-collar contractors.
Beyond corporate boards and executive teams, smart policies can facilitate diversifying the broader workforce. Similar to policies suggested in the previous chapter, our government should provide favorable consideration for software contracts to companies with diverse executive teams and at least 10 percent Black or Latino workforce on a project, with that benchmark indexed to increase as the overall tech workforce diversifies. We should also have a tax credit of up to $10,000 per employee for companies that hire tech workers in heavily Black and Latino areas. This may lead to reform in recruiting practices, such as eliminating whiteboard interviews that put candidates on the spot to write out code, deemphasizing pedigree, anonymizing applicants, or rejecting consensus hiring, which makes it more difficult to onboard those who are different from the existing members.
TECH PARTNERSHIPS WITH INSTITUTIONS THAT SERVE COMMUNITIES OF COLOR
Growing up, Princess Sampson never took her MacBook for granted. “It takes a lot of privilege to get into tech,” she explained. Now a junior at Spelman College, she is struck by how many of her peers shared a computer at home with family members. Unlike her, they never had their own laptop nor the opportunity to experiment with its capabilities. Some were still not comfortable typing.
For Princess, it’s not just about access to laptops. She observed, “A lot of folks do not understand what tech is, what it means, or what it takes to get there.” At an early age, Princess started a blog on Star Wars and learned to customize it with layouts and graphics. Her father persuaded her to attend a rigorous three-month coding boot camp as a high school senior where she learned developer culture and how to think like a programmer. If anything, she found the training there more helpful in securing an Amazon internship than her education at Spelman.
The boot camp taught Princess how to build software and use commercial tools that academic computer science courses don’t cover. She saw her classmates who took rigorous computer science classes in college struggle in interviews because of their lack of familiarity with commercial software products.
Rodney Sampson, Princess’s proud father and the cofounder of Opportunity Hub, wants to expand the resources that Princess was able to tap into. He has a vision to bring a technology credentialing program to every HBCU (historically Black college and university) in the nation. Sampson believes we need to credential at least one million Black and Latino Americans for high-skilled tech careers in coding, developing, and cybersecurity. He estimates this would cost $15,000 per person for an intensive, full-time three-month program at a total cost of $15 billion. The Divine Nine, an umbrella of the nine historically Black fraternities and sororities, has already endorsed this vision as essential for wealth creation in the community.
The heart of Sampson’s proposal is an effort to overcome the existing racial credentialing gap and address the challenge that automation poses for communities of color. He can cite from memory a McKinsey report showing that Black workers have jobs that are at a higher risk of automation and warning that 4.5 million Black jobs could be eliminated over the next decade. Latino workers are even more at risk because they are disproportionately in food service roles, jobs which McKinsey estimates will have the highest displacement rate per share of jobs. There are a number of efforts in place to help train at-risk workers for new fields—including McKinsey’s Generation program, Per Scholas, Year Up, and Goodwill—but Sampson is concerned with how such programs rarely slot Black and Brown people into digital roles. He applauds these programs but believes they are insufficient for opening avenues to higher-paying jobs. He wants Black and Brown Americans designing the next iPhone and its apps, not just staffing Apple stores.
Sampson has a track record of success with Opportunity Hub. In more than three hundred coding boot camps, his graduating students have a 90 percent placement rate, with an average starting salary of $50,000. The program should be a model for setting up federally funded tech training programs at one hundred HBCUs. The key is for HBCUs to partner with boot camps such as Thinkful, Flatiron, and App Academy that provide a job guarantee at the end of their training with leading tech companies. Such boot camps provide industry-specific credentialing and placement that can help Black students overcome the networking gap, as well as the doubts they face from prospective employers.
I witnessed firsthand the challenges of establishing partnerships between Silicon Valley employers and HBCUs at Claflin University in South Carolina. In 2018, Majority Whip Clyburn invited me, Representive Tim Ryan, and prominent venture capitalists to his district to meet Claflin’s students. Clyburn started his civil rights activism on the Claflin campus, and on our bus ride there from D.C., he shared that the university is a regional leader in innovation. I was impressed by the entrepreneurial ambition of the students and how much they wanted a career in technology. It validated for me the 2016 Google report I read in Wired which showed that “Black and Hispanic students were 1.5 and 1.7 times more likely to have an interest in learning CS,” computer science, compared to white students. I was so moved by the students’ determination that I pledged to Claflin’s administration that I would work to facilitate internships with a Valley company. I figured this would be an easy lift, but the reality became a bit embarrassing for me. Dr. Ramaier Sriram, chair of Computer Science at Claflin, would send his best 4.0 students for interviews for internships, and the Valley companies rejected them one after another, claiming that the whiteboard interviews revealed a lack of proficiency in commercial software use and development.
Dr. Sriram, of Sri Lankan origin, was a good sport about it. We bonded over the recognition that HBCUs provided jobs for so many South Asians who came to the U.S. after the passage of the 1965 Immigration and Nationality Act, when few other universities were willing to hire these brilliant immigrants because of their accents, long names, or nontraditional pedigrees. This history is, alas, lost on the Valley, which now has many South Asians in leadership positions. Many continue to be simply unaware of both the history and the present talent of Black institutions. Dr. Sriram did not mind sending résumé after résumé to Valley companies seeking internships for his students. But one day he politely explained to me that the rejections hurt his students’ self-esteem. He was open to learning about how Claflin could improve its curriculum, but he also wanted to protect his best students from disappointment.
Fortunately, Zoom stepped up, winning the admiration of both Dr. Sriram and Dr. Dwaun Warmack, Claflin’s president. Zoom made a commitment of $1.2 million to Claflin, including guaranteed paid internships, which can lead to full-time jobs; merit and need-based scholarships; and workshops and curriculum help, so students can acquire industry skills. Zoom’s chief operating officer, Aparna Bawa, also agreed to join the board of trustees for Claflin, making a generous personal financial and time commitment. What makes the Zoom-Claflin model work is its true partnership with deliverables beyond just a promise to review résumés or provide scholarship money. Zoom empowered their chief diversity officer, Damien Hooper-Campbell, who has an economics degree from Morehouse College and a Harvard MBA, to get the job done, giving him far more authority than his peers have at other companies. He did not approach the project as something to check off a corporate responsibility checklist. Rather, he saw it in Zoom’s strategic advantage to access a new pool of talent and expand their market.
The benefit to Claflin extends beyond the money or jobs. Zoom affirms their brand as a tech-savvy institution for their students, faculty, and other prospective employers. There is already buzz in the South Carolina community that Claflin is the place to go for a tech career. There is no reason why other leading tech companies cannot partner with HBCUs to prepare the Black workforce of the future. Apple, under Lisa Jackson’s leadership, made a recent commitment of $100 million to support the Propel Center at Clark Atlanta University for tech training and start-up incubation programs and to establish a Developer Academy in Detroit, Michigan, focused on Black youth. Netflix CEO Reed Hastings, who made a $120 million donation to Morehouse, Spelman, and the United Negro College Fund, also demonstrated leadership that his peers can emulate.
Tech partnerships should extend to other institutions that serve Black and Brown students, including the thirty-five tribal colleges and universities (TCUs) and Hispanic Serving Institutions (HSIs), which are colleges or universities that have at least a 25 percent Hispanic population. Federally supported TCU-tech partnerships would provide a unique opportunity for the U.S. to recast its historical relationship with tribal nations by ensuring that Native American communities are helping to shape the new economy. The Southwestern Indian Polytechnic Institute (SIPI) in Albuquerque, New Mexico, neighbors the Santa Ana Pueblo (Tamaya) tribal lands, and already hosts students from many tribal nations that have flocked to SIPI’s state-of-the-art Science and Technology Center. Native American leader Dr. Richard Luarkie pointed out to me that the Tamayan traditions are “steeped in multidimensional connections between humans and the environment,” which can be leveraged to advance climate resilience, biosciences, and other new tech frontiers.
HBCUs, TCUs, and HSIs all have different structures for serving communities of color. Karla Monterroso of Code2040 cautions that “HSI’s are not run the same way HBCUs are. There is not a Latino teaching core heading them up. There aren’t similar traditions or even plays to get the community to come. So HSI strategy is important but needs more awareness and nuance.” She believes Latino employees need to run the HSI boot camps with cultural content that will interest Latino students. Targeted Latino outreach cannot be confined, moreover, to HSIs but must take place at institutions of higher education more broadly. Monterroso has come to see the fate of Black and Latino students in tech as interlinked, as there is often a correlation between Black and Brown representation at tech companies. “When you fix systems for the participation of Black people, it can end up also helping Latino candidates,” she says. Ultimately, opening doors for one underrepresented group paves the way for others.
STARTING EARLY
The best way to overcome the cumulative effect of systemic racism is to intervene as early as possible. Princess can attest to the value of having your own laptop as a child, and it is well worth supporting programs that give students early access to their own computers. A gadget is not a substitute for the education offered by teachers and parents, and research shows that laptops do not improve reading or math scores. But they do help give students skills in operating a computer and navigating technology, and these skills are foundational in a digital age.
The federal government should establish a $5 billion fund over the next five years that school districts can access to provide Chromebooks, MacBooks, or Windows laptops for the 11 million students who lack their own. Schools should receive at least $500 on average per laptop and have flexibility to obtain a more advanced model for students who show an interest in coding. Preschool and kindergarten students can use the program to acquire tablets to develop basic digital skills and intuition. School districts would also receive funding to provide parents with training on keeping children safe online and limit their screen time appropriately.
The Covid-19 pandemic shone a light on many inequities, and it found glaring holes in our education system. As schools closed and learning went remote, low-income students were placed at an even greater disadvantage. Not only were many of their parents essential workers who had to leave their children at home during the day, many lacked the proper resources to keep up with their wealthier peers. Upper-income parents were more likely to work remotely and could at least supervise some of their students’ work online if not hire tutors to augment their children’s learning. Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez put forward an innovative way to help low-income students continue learning online. She created the Homework Helpers program, which used the internet to recruit people to virtually help low-income students with their homework. The program was so popular at the outset, garnering thirteen thousand volunteers, that they had to close the sign-up list because it was not ready to scale that fast. The program shows the power of the internet in bringing people together to make a dent in societal inequalities. These are the types of initiatives that the government should help fund at a larger scale.
Access to laptops and instruction is a start, but it must also be supplemented by exposure to tech classes and careers. This is where Reshma Saujani, my former law school classmate, is changing the game with Girls Who Code. Her organization provided more than 300,000 girls, over half Black and Latino, with either a two-week immersion in digital learning or an after-school coding club. The goal is to pique their interest in tech with a curriculum that speaks to girls’ desire to be change makers, to expose them to extraordinary female role models, and to do so while preventing the type of microaggressions that often discourage girls from speaking up. Saujani shared with me her belief that our educational institutions “have not caught up” with the techniques for cultivating a passion for tech in girls by appealing to their aspirations. Her goal is to set a higher standard, and the organization has already had success. She told me that nearly 60 percent of the eighty-thousand college-aged alumni of Girls Who Code end up pursuing a computer-science-related major. Saujani says, moreover, that female enrollment for computer science majors in the top universities has increased to more than 20 percent today. While this is progress, we are still not at our 1980s levels, when the percentage of female computer science graduates was 37.1 percent.
When I asked Saujani why she focused her talent on building a tech organization, her answer was simple. She wants more women—who are increasingly becoming primary breadwinners—to have jobs “where you can make $120,000 a year.” She knows that tech is where many of the high-paying jobs will continue to be concentrated this coming decade, and she is frustrated that so many tech companies are founded and funded by men but have a large female customer base. Young girls, she knows, aspire to be more than consumers of technology. For Saujani, building wealth for underrepresented communities is tied to their access to these jobs.
While Girls Who Code provides immersive tech education for older girls, Saujani emphasizes that exposure to tech must begin at a very early age. She touts Black Girls Code as a leader in this field. The organization teaches Black girls as young as six about app development, game design, artificial intelligence, and programming. Every year, they provide weekend and after-school workshops as well as summer camps to thousands of students.
At Saujani’s suggestion, I reached out to Black Girls Code’s founder, Kimberly Bryant. Bryant saw the transformative impact that a game design course had on her daughter. After taking that course, her daughter became fascinated with a career in tech, and Kimberly wants other Black girls to have the chance that her daughter did. She is saddened that so few Black women have leadership roles in Silicon Valley and hopes her organization can make a dent in changing the face of technology.
In addition to cultivating future careers, the program’s early tech exposure gives teenagers the immediate possibility of a modest source of income from app development, posting videos, taking surveys, providing reviews, or doing online jobs. These are opportunities that many born to middle-class families, even with no interest in a STEM profession, readily have as a source of extra money to help pay for education or accumulate savings. Black Girls Code is now in fifteen cities and has support from companies like Microsoft. What is now needed is for the federal government to invest resources with leading tech companies to enable programs like Black Girls Code and Girls Who Code to scale as widely as possible.
ACCESS TO CAPITAL
Black, Latino, and women entrepreneurs receive less than a few percent of the more than $130 billion venture capital funding given every year. A big problem is the lack of diversity of investors. Only 11 percent of venture capital partners are women, and less than one percent are Black or Latino. As Theresia Gouw, a leading venture capitalist, explained to me: the best way to increase the diversity of funded entrepreneurs is to increase the diversity of those writing the checks. Organizations like BLCK VC, LatinX VC, and All Raise are pushing to change the face of venture capital, and there is also a movement to better finance Black- and Brown-run firms, which can serve as alternative sources of funding to the marquee names. But there is still bias against women and venture capitalists of color. A Stanford study concluded that institutional investors discriminate against high-performing venture funds with Black leadership. Here is what I know: relying on the goodwill of venture capitalists or senior tech leaders to fix these problems is simply not going to cut it. In order to make a dent, it will require not just voluntary leadership, but better policy.
One way to democratize access to capital is by providing institutions such as Stanford, CalPERS, Blackstone, or BlackRock a capital gains tax credit to invest in nontraditional, Black- and Brown-run firms or those led by women. These firms often are small and lack the capacity to land $100 million plus investments. But with proper tax incentives, big investors will themselves seek out funds that, in turn, invest in Black- and Brown-led VCs. To the extent investors are putting money in traditional funds, moreover, there should be tax benefits for picking those with diverse partnerships. There would be tremendous pressure on Sand Hill Road to promote more people of color if their fund-raising depended on it. Finally, we should provide commercial banks with Community Reinvestment Act (CRA) credits if they invest in Black- and Brown-led VCs. Brian Trelstad, who teaches social entrepreneurship at Harvard, believes that would open potentially $100 billion as a revenue source and would be “a game changer for racial equity in the venture capital industry.”
Rodney Sampson, cofounder of Opportunity Hub, also helps operate a VC fund, 100 Black Angels & Allies, that manages about $5 million. He estimates that Black-led VC funds, such as Lightship, Base10 Partners, and Harlem Capital, have collectively raised only a few hundred million dollars—much less than one percent of the $130 billion deployed every year. According to a Harlem Capital report, as of 2019, there are only two hundred start-ups led by Black or Brown founders that received more than $1 million in funding, and the total investment in these Black- or Brown-led start-ups is just $6 billion over nearly a decade. The racial wealth gap is not just based on legacy assets but on a current, ongoing racial wealth generation gap.
Sampson believes we need Black- and Latino-led VCs to have a few billion in funds (a 10x increase) so that at least one thousand Black and Latino start-ups receive VC funding out of the nearly eleven thousand start-ups that close VC deals each year. As Sampson sees it, if capital gains tax incentives are not sufficient to drive more equity, the federal government should set up a matching fund to partner with Black and Latino VCs. The federal government lacks the network or expertise to identify promising Black and Brown entrepreneurs, but a joint initiative with Black VCs would allow the federal government to do just that through the creation of regional venture capital funds. This also ties into the last chapter’s methods for expanding funding for rural entrepreneurship. On issues of tech and financial capital exclusion, there is an opportunity to build a broad, bipartisan coalition in Congress.
The challenge for entrepreneurs of color is not just securing venture capital but the early funding needed to get a business off the ground. Ricardo Garcia-Amaya, a leader of Top 50 Latino Tech Leaders, shared with me that he sees the biggest hurdle for Latino founders as being acquiring their first $100,000 to $500,000, which needs to be in the bank before they can even seek venture capital. He laments that the Latino community does not have “several generations of angel investors,” and “tech investing is simply not a thing.” He started Top 50 Latino Tech Leaders to give budding entrepreneurs a network of Latino leaders who control nearly $120 billion of assets and could be angel investors. The six-year-old group helps launch high-growth businesses, providing the type of funding that comes with the greatest risk. Garcia-Amaya has seen an explosion of opportunities for Latino entrepreneurs as they’ve leveraged the network to pursue their start-up dreams. Good policy can help Garcia-Amaya’s initiative scale; for instance, just as it can support diverse VC investment, the federal government should provide capital gains tax incentives to promote angel investing in Black and Brown start-ups in high-growth fields.
Still, even before even getting to the angel stage, entrepreneurs of color face a stark financial deficit. In fact, a 2016 Stanford study concluded that Black start-ups have far less early-stage capital than white start-ups because they have difficulty receiving loans from banks or attracting early investment from their networks. The reality of the racial wealth gap is that people of color often have limited parental support or inheritance. Unlike many white founders, they can’t afford to quit their job while they risk the financial loss of founding a start-up. Latino entrepreneurs, according to a Kauffman Foundation report, face similar financial barriers.
Currently, there is not a single federal agency that targets direct grants toward Black and Brown entrepreneurs. Congress should allocate a multibillion-dollar fund to the Small Business Administration (SBA) to provide grants or forgivable loans to Black and Brown businesses over this coming decade. There should also be some allocation for early-stage, high-growth start-ups. This should be coupled with a commitment to spend a significant share of the nearly $100 billion federal information technology budget on Black- and Brown-owned tech service companies, who can in turn hire men and women credentialed in the digital training programs that Rodney Sampson envisions.
We also need an infusion of funds into Community Development Financial Institutions (CDFI) and Minority Depository Institutions (MDI) to extend loans to Black- and Latino-owned start-ups. Although most people in Silicon Valley have never heard of these banks, the model dates back to the end of the Civil War, when Congress established the Freedman’s Bank to provide wealth-building opportunities for formerly enslaved Black people whose savings were often stolen by traditional banks. CDFIs have less than one percent of banking assets, and MDIs have about 2 percent of assets. MDIs traditionally have been a source for home mortgages or commercial real estate loans. But they can be tasked along with CDFIs to also focus on start-up loans, which the Fed could cover with a partial guarantee. Most important, these institutions need more direct funding from Congress. Tech companies have a role to play. We should incentivize fintech firms to help MDIs and CDFIs compete with big banks by ensuring they can offer mobile banking, which is even more important post-Covid.
BLACK TECH STREET
Investing in entrepreneurs of color is pro-growth. Many business opportunities that specifically address the needs of people of color are overlooked by traditional investors. Tristan Walker proved the profitability of considering their preferences by founding Walker & Company, which makes “health and beauty simple for people of color.” He started the company in Palo Alto, but moved it to Atlanta to be in a more diverse environment. He shared with me that his four-year-old son traveled back and forth a few times and observed, “Dada, Atlanta is where all the Black people are, and Palo Alto is where the white people are.” This insight is borne out by data. According to a McKinsey study cited in The Wall Street Journal, only 9 percent of the Black population is in the West while 60 percent is in the South.
When he was in Palo Alto, Tristan was bewildered as to why Silicon Valley did not realize how many business opportunities they lost because of the lack of Black representation. He put it bluntly, “Black folks make Twitter, Twitter. They are the most early adopting consumer group on the planet.” Whether in food, music, movies, or the earliest social media trends, as Tristan says, the Black community’s early and active engagement is often what makes products and topics popular. The new Andreessen Horowitz–backed start-up Clubhouse recently raised $100 million and is Silicon Valley’s new billion-dollar unicorn that allows for people to chat in various online groups using only audio. Much of its success can be attributed to its Black users. While Black users are driving creative growth on the platform, they are not adequately represented on the founding and executive team, board, or early investment firms to reap the astronomical financial rewards from this success. Clubhouse today may not be rife with sexism and racism with zero content moderation and exclusive groups that face no accountability if the team who built it were more diverse. Silicon Valley would only benefit by having more Black-led start-ups, executives, coders, and VCs, as greater diversity would lead to greater understanding of diverse market opportunities and more equitable design. The previous policies all provide routes for developing a home for Black founders in Silicon Valley, but we should also explore opportunities to create hubs elsewhere.
Perhaps Tyrance Billingsley II offers the boldest vision for building a start-up ecosystem of Black entrepreneurs. He has sought to create Black Tech Street in Tulsa, Oklahoma, which was once the home of Black Wall Street. Tulsa thrived in the early 1900s as a place where Black Americans owned many successful businesses and held significant financial capital. Driven by racism and jealousy of Black success, white mobs destroyed the community during the Tulsa Race Massacre of 1921. Decades later, when the Black community rebuilt their business ecosystem, Tulsa city planners destroyed it again by intentionally building an overpass through the community. Tyrance, whose relatives fled during the massacre, seeks to contribute toward making amends for that historic injustice by turning Tulsa into a Black tech metropolis. He believes the anchor can be Lightship Capital, one of the few Black-led venture funds, which raised $50 million to invest in entrepreneurs of color in Tulsa and the broader Midwest.
Tyrance is clear-eyed about the difficulty of creating a tech hub. He pitches tech leaders on establishing a presence in Tulsa, by allowing remote work from the city, creating a second office there, investing in promising start-ups, or partnering with local community colleges and universities on credentialing programs. A vibrant Black Tech Street, connected to a larger ecosystem in Silicon Valley and across the nation, would be far harder to sabotage than Black Wall Street. The digital age makes it easier for distinctive communities like Black Tech Street to emerge because the internet facilitates remote work and investment. It will not be a replica of Silicon Valley, of course, and needs to find its own unique customer base and areas for specialization. But Black leaders have positioned it as one launch pad for Black entrepreneurs building the next generation of companies. Hubs such as this would fit into a broader policy push to provide new tech jobs and funding beyond of the handful of reigning superstar cities.
TECH AS A TOOL FOR REHABILITATION
Tech pathways can even help in our challenge with incarceration and lowering recidivism rates. The U.S. accounts for 25 percent of the world’s prison population yet holds 5 percent of the global population and has a recidivism rate of more than 50 percent. Mass incarceration disproportionately impacts the Black and Latino community, which comprises a staggering 56 percent of those incarcerated. Chris Redlitz, a prominent tech venture capitalist, and Beverly Parenti, his wife and a successful entrepreneur, use technology to provide second chances for those incarcerated. Chris is particularly motivated to help people of color who are incarcerated, recognizing a stint in jail can destroy an entire family’s life. As Chris and Beverly have grasped, technical training can be completed from a jail cell with a computer, internet connection, and workstation. Their organization, The Last Mile, teaches software development over two six-month courses to people who are incarcerated, and then attempts to place them in jobs upon their release. This program, which began in San Quentin State Prison in California, is now in four states and expanding. Over seven hundred have completed the program, and about a hundred subsequently found successful tech jobs making up to six figures. Not a single graduate has returned to jail. Adnan Khan, who spent time in San Quentin, shared with me that there are still many barriers for people who receive the training when they enter the job market because they are not “as skilled as those who have learned to code from a young age” and must overcome the stigma of their record. For the program to scale, he believes there needs to be a more concrete link between training and available jobs.
The Last Mile shows how technology can uniquely help people who are incarcerated, enabling them to acquire new, employable skills. The program speaks to participants’ creative energy and ambition while helping give them a sense of purpose when reentering society. Of course, it is foolish to suggest that technology in and of itself can solve the racist legacy and structural causes of mass incarceration. We need numerous policy reforms to end this societal crisis, including but not limited to reforming mandatory minimum sentencing, ending cash bail, curtailing draconian drug laws, and expanding reintegration programs. Most urgently, we must root out racial injustice in the criminal justice system. But what Chris and Beverly understand is that, when channeled through a prism of dignity, technology can open up new opportunities even in the most challenging conditions. Our government should partner with The Last Mile or similar programs to scale up to prisons in all fifty states, providing more people across the country with a path to success after prison.
TECH AND SEGREGATION
Chapter 2 discussed how tech’s multiplier effect was greater than that of traditional manufacturing, but the reality is that tech’s multiplier effect does not lift all boats. There are many neighborhoods within superstar cities that do not benefit from the tech boom. As economist Raj Chetty discovered, Los Angeles, Austin, Boston, and New York—all cities with solid tech hubs—also have neighborhoods with terrible social mobility. These areas are also usually made up disproportionately of people of color. Workers in these neighborhoods have difficulty commuting to provide services to the professional class, and they also face racial and zip code discrimination when seeking work.
Alana Semuels writes powerfully about how young Black men in many of Chicago’s poorer neighborhoods such as Englewood are not benefiting from the city’s innovation economy, which has seen tech grow from 3 percent to almost 14 percent of the past decade. Semuels cites research from Great Cities Institute showing that, despite this growth, around “40 percent of Black 20-to-24-year-olds in Chicago are out of work and out of school today, compared with 7 percent of white 20-to-24-year-olds in Chicago.” The innovation economy siloes wealth into select neighborhoods, far more than the manufacturing economy that featured factories scattered across a city.
In fact, tech growth exacerbates economic segregation. In a trailblazing paper, economists Enrico Berkes and Ruben Gaetani showed that the tech economy often leads to high-wage professionals congregating in certain neighborhoods and then seeking amenities, such as “elite schools or fitness centers” and upscale places to eat and shop. This leads to inflated property values, making it harder for blue-collar workers to buy a house or afford rent in those neighborhoods. They are then pushed out of their hometown neighborhoods and replaced by a gentrifying crowd that flocks to the new Sweetgreen or SoulCycle. Richard Florida, an urban theorist, writes extensively about how the tech-led economy forces workers out, particularly in the service sector, because their wages fail to keep up with soaring housing costs. He believes that “finding ways to mitigate innovation-spurred economic segregation is a crucial project of our times,” to prevent an “anti-innovation,” “anti-immigrant” or “anti-tech industry backlash.”
But what are some concrete steps we can take to course correct tech’s track record of excluding and pushing out communities of color? For starters, expanding access to the innovation economy must be supplemented with robust investment in infrastructure and public sector jobs, especially in neighborhoods of color. We need affordable housing in places where tech thrives, so that service workers, who are often disproportionately people of color, are not displaced. Tech progressives often talk a big game about Black Lives Matter but, as Ezra Klein, a New York Times columnist, has provocatively highlighted, this has not translated into antiracist zoning policies. I discuss housing policy as well as a host of other equity issues for service workers in tech metropolises in the next chapter.
The most important lesson of Chetty, Berkes, and Gaetani’s scholarship is that conversations about spreading innovation must be granular enough to address geographical inequities within tech hubs at the neighborhood level. Leaders like Murali Vullaganti with PeopleShores and Kagan Coughlin with Base Camp are doing just that. They are training and employing Black workers without college degrees to do complex technical work in communities that saw manufacturing move offshore. They set up successful tech centers in Clarksdale and Water Valley, Mississippi, in counties that have the worst social mobility in the U.S. Far less capital intensive than factories, these centers create well-paying jobs within depressed neighborhoods instead of expecting people to move away for better opportunities. PeopleShores, in particular, offers an explicit and inspiring vision for using technology to take steps toward racial healing and transformation.
THE EMMETT TILL TECH CENTER
Marquisha Lester, a single mother to a four-year-old, worked nights at Walmart, sorting clothing from boxes and putting items on the shelves from 11:00 p.m. to 7:00 a.m. Around Christmas of 2018, she lost her $11.50-an-hour job. She was stressed about finding something new and regretted never finishing her college degree at Ole Miss. At the time, she found it impossible to juggle five days of school with a newborn. The employment prospects for a laid-off, young, Black, single mom without a college degree were bleak in Jonestown, ten minutes outside of Clarksdale, Mississippi.
One month later, Marquisha’s entire life trajectory changed. The state’s unemployment agency told her to apply to be part of the inaugural class for software development jobs at PeopleShores. She never expected to be selected. She had worked as a waitress, as a cashier, and as a sorter—but had never worked with computers. Little did she anticipate that a year later she would be building bots and training others in robotics process automation. She is now a public face for PeopleShores, which excels at training individuals to manage sophisticated, analytical projects. These are not IT call center jobs but are the jobs of the future.
When I spoke with Marquisha, she kept mentioning that she had been to PeopleShores’s executive chairman’s home. As Jon Livingston, the economic director who helped bring PeopleShores to Clarksdale, explained, that was not a trivial thing. The civil rights movement was not that long ago. Black people in Clarksdale are still “discounted and looked down upon.” Murali regularly invited Black employees to his home to have a meal, not as a rich owner, but as a colleague. He shared his dream of having two hundred software developers in Clarksdale and a tech center in every state, and he asked for everyone’s help to make that a reality. He treated his employees like extended family. Marquisha mentioned that Murali knew the names of her family members and cared about the well-being of her child. She was moved that Murali treated her and her coworkers with a kindness and dignity that they were not used to. The success of Murali’s approach surprised the local establishment. They thought, as Jon put it, that Indian Americans “run cheap motels and convenience stores.” Now, they started to think, “maybe the Indian guy is on to something.”
Murali ended up in Clarksdale by happenstance. “The world conspires in a positive way to help you if you are doing something good,” he says earnestly. He established PeopleShores’ first center in San Jose, California, in 2018. A year later, he was searching for a location in a disadvantaged community of color to set up a second center, seeking to prove his thesis that tech jobs could bring prosperity to almost any region. Jon persuaded Murali to choose Clarksdale and helped secure about $500,000 in state grants for building the new center plus an additional six figure grant to set up the program. PeopleShores partnered with Automation Anywhere, one of Silicon Valley’s start-ups most responsible for driving automation by designing bots to perform repetitive business tasks. PeopleShores has had stunning success in training young men and women in Clarksdale on how to customize and use these bots. Yes, Murali has turned the leading automation technology into a job creator in a working-class, Black community. The company pays every employee hourly for three months of initial training, which is both a demonstration of the value the company sees in its employees, and a way of making the program viable for individuals who would otherwise not be able to afford the time investment.
During Covid, the company was retained by a state agency to help expedite the processing of unemployment checks. As a result, it grew to seventy-five employees, with an average age of twenty-five, preparing a new generation for promising careers. Consider Spencer George’s story. He grew up in Clarksdale and finished his associate degree in automotive technology in his early twenties. But he could not find a job in his field, so he worked days and many nights as a cook at Church’s Chicken fast food restaurant for $7.25 an hour. He received one 25-cent raise during his two years there. He applied to PeopleShores after seeing a newspaper ad and is now on his way to making $15 an hour as a software developer. When I asked how he liked the work, he was straightforward: “It’s better to have a tech job. I can sit down. Don’t got to be tired. It’s better. One hundred percent better. Nothing bad to say about PeopleShores.” His siblings who work at Walmart and on a factory floor are proud of him, when they’re not teasing him for wearing collared shirts.
Despite these success stories, PeopleShores is still in start-up mode and barely profitable. Murali has a clear vision for continuing to grow and hopes to do work for Google, Accenture, Microsoft, and other marquee tech brands. He is convinced he can offer far cheaper rates than other digital service firms and prove that his employees can compete in the robotics industry. But he needed government subsidies to get started to pay up front for months of employee training. On the flip side, it would have been nearly impossible for the government to train people in Clarksdale without the involvement of an entrepreneur like Murali. PeopleShores’ success points to the type of public-private partnership that can create high-paying jobs in left-behind regions. It also highlights the need to incentivize companies like Google or Microsoft to hire and retain workers in these communities. Murali has been banging at the door of both tech giants to solicit work from his Clarksdale center; his company is outside their traditional network, but Murali is confident that his team is well trained for the work required.
PeopleShores’s Clarksdale center is named after Emmett Till because Murali hopes that it can uplift the talent, stories, and experiences of those who have been written off and bring them to the attention of Silicon Valley and the nation. He was haunted by a line in an Emmett Till documentary that “a Black man’s life is not worth a whistle.” Murali’s awareness about the historical debt he owes to the Black community and the civil rights struggle drove his decision to go to the Deep South, to a region with the deepest racial scars, and put tech in the service of social justice. The promise of tech is that it can go to even the most depressed areas and offer hope for a better future. The irony is that tech has not ventured far beyond homogeneous spaces. Murali is on a mission to change that. He wants Sundar Pichai and Satya Nadella to know about Marquisha Lester and Spencer George. Never before has it been so cost effective, so logistically easy, or so time efficient, to have the worlds of prosperous businesses collide with talent in the most remote or hardest-hit parts of our nation. We have more tools at our disposal to connect these worlds than any previous generation. What holds us back is only our moral and political imagination.
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EMPOWERING WORKERS
During the pandemic, Amazon packages arrived frequently at our doorstep. Whether we needed groceries, household essentials, books, or toys, Amazon was often the most convenient and cheapest option. It was the same for many of my friends. They did not want to risk catching the virus by going to a grocery store or mall, so they ordered what they needed online. People I knew in rural communities marveled at the access that they now had to almost any product in the world, so affordably and so quickly. But online retail has a hidden, darker cost. When we opened these packages, we rarely stopped to think about the working conditions of the warehouse employees who shipped our items. We did not consider the functions that Amazon outsourced, and the ethical implications around that. Many drivers, who wore the Amazon uniform while delivering our goods, were considered contractors and did not have health care benefits during the pandemic. While we marveled at our convenience and access, the working class paid the price.
Over the last few decades, this has been a major problem of the digital revolution. The gains from tech’s wins are not just unequally distributed geographically and across racial and gender lines, they’ve also failed to benefit the working class. Instead, many workers have seen their livelihoods or neighborhoods upended and their roles shifted out of sight and out of mind.
Courtney Brown was invisible to the customers she served. She worked alongside her sister as a dockworker at an Amazon fulfillment center in New Jersey. Her job was to load trucks that carried products to customers around the country. She was less than an arm’s length away from other workers, and as the pandemic took hold she worked in constant fear that she would contract Covid. In the early months of the pandemic, Amazon’s warehouses did not have masks for everyone or even basic cleaning supplies. It did not take long before numerous cases of Covid-19 were reported at the fulfillment center. But Courtney, her sister, and many of their colleagues, like so many other essential workers, had little choice but to physically go into work. They needed the paycheck.
Even though Amazon told employees they would receive paid sick leave during the crisis, Courtney said that almost all such requests were denied. They even had limits on unpaid leave and faced penalties for not showing up to work. Amazon was so consumed with delivering for its customers during the pandemic—becoming their lifeline even—that they expected machinelike monotony from employees like Courtney. She worked long days with few breaks. And while Amazon gave a $2 raise to frontline workers at the beginning of the crisis, that was quickly rescinded in June of 2020 despite the pandemic raging well into 2021.
Courtney and her coworkers were packed like sardines during the greatest public health crisis our nation had seen in a hundred years. Customers were first but workers came last, and Courtney understood the absurdity of it all to clearly. As she put it amid the pandemic’s first wave:
We’re being told every day that we’re heroes, and we’re essential, and we’re everything, but at the moment, we don’t even feel like heroes. We’re not heroes. To be honest, Amazon workers, none of us are heroes right now. We’re just scapegoats or we’re no better than the masks and the gloves that some of us have that we throw away. He [Jeff Bezos] uses [us] and he throws us away. So, that’s literally what we are right now. We’re just a money-making machine for him, and we need better everything. We need help. And it’s not getting any better.
Courtney’s story has echoes of The Jungle or The Grapes of Wrath. But what makes it so jarring is that such labor exploitation persists in a time of unprecedented wealth and innovation. The business leaders I talk with regularly often acknowledge that there was a time at the turn of the twentieth century when the country needed laws against child labor, overtime, and unsafe conditions. But they like to think of these as the needs of a bygone era, believing that modern-day capitalism has evolved and has internalized Dr. King’s lesson that “all labor has dignity.” But this self-image is blatantly contradicted by the experience of workers like Courtney.
The unfair treatment of workers is not a problem confined to Amazon. For the last four decades, workers have not received their fair share even as their productivity skyrocketed. As Josh Bivens and Lawrence Mishel at the Economic Policy Institute have detailed, worker productivity over that period increased by nearly 70 percent, but pay only increased by just over 11 percent, defying the traditional principles of market economics. A belief shared by Americans of almost all ideologies is that, as employees become more productive and generate more profit for their company, their pay should increase and their quality of life should improve. But since the 1980s, this simply has not happened.
Carter C. Price and Kathryn Edwards of RAND Corporation have tracked the divergence in worker pay and corporate profits over time. They show that for two decades following World War II, Americans’ income growth across the “full income distribution” correlated with GDP growth. But after 1975, the gains started going largely to the one percent. Price and Edwards estimate that “had income growth remained as equitable as it was in the first two post-War decades,” the bottom 90 percent of Americans would have had nearly $50 trillion of additional income in their pockets. Now, some of the wealth creation was a result of the genius of entrepreneurs like Steve Jobs, Bill Gates, and Elon Musk, but that cannot explain why our market failed to compensate workers, who are more educated and productive than ever before, for the value they created.
The disparity between the hardships of workers like Courtney and the gains of tech companies became particularly staggering during the pandemic. Apple, located in my district, reached an unprecedented $2 trillion market cap. Amazon, Microsoft, Google, Facebook, and Netflix all posted huge numbers for their shareholders during the pandemic. Tech benefited enormously as the quarantine made Americans more dependent on laptops and apps, and the success of big tech largely explains why the market was so resilient during the pandemic. In fact, in the last five years, big tech stocks accounted for virtually all growth of the S&P 500.
But as the gap widened, the Covid-19 pandemic also gave us a chance, as a society, to reassess the value of blue-collar work and create policies over the coming years that firmly reject the notion that any workers should be invisible. During the crisis, few people spoke about the urgent need for lawyers, investment bankers, consultants, or programmers. Rather, they expressed appreciation for the workers who drove trucks carrying produce, prepared food, cut hair, and delivered mail. Even in a digital age, we are dependent on physical labor.
This book places a lot of hope on the possibility of telework to connect communities and distribute economic opportunity. But telework alone cannot drive our economy or meet our daily needs. A University of Chicago study found that nearly two thirds of jobs in the United States cannot be done from home online. A core democratic challenge is to ensure that these workers are fairly compensated, respected for the value they are adding both to our biggest tech companies and to our broader economy, and empowered to use the tools of technology to make their jobs safer, more efficient, and more rewarding.
The question, of course, is whether our newfound appreciation for physical work will result in a change of policy. Steve Kelley, a custodian at the Four Gateway Center in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, is skeptical that will happen. Like Courtney Brown, he too joined Senator Elizabeth Warren and me for a Zoom panel about worker’s rights where he shared that some of his colleagues make $8 an hour: “What is that?” he said. “This is what, 2020? And we’re living on 1970s wages?” He fears that post-Covid, life for workers, even those suddenly hailed as essential, will just go back to normal. But Kelley does not want normal. “Normal means you put me back in the shadows, and devalue my work,” he says. “Will you treat us like we are as important as you are treating us now?”
We must answer Kelley’s question in the affirmative. That’s why Senator Warren and I introduced the Essential Workers Bill of Rights during the height of the Covid-19 crisis. The Essential Workers Bill of Rights is a new framework built to ensure that no worker is invisible in the modern economy, either during a pandemic or ever again. It is founded upon four broad principles—a family-supporting wage, worker voice, high-quality child care, and affordable housing—which are the main subjects of this chapter.
The moral case for prioritizing workers is that they’ve been denied the gains they’ve helped create, and the dignity that they’ve deserved, for multiple decades now. But the dollars-and-cents economic rationale is straightforward as well. While paying workers more may not maximize short-term shareholder value, in the way that stock buybacks or dividend payments do, it will lead to more consumer spending. Any initial and temporary adjustment in stock market value because of higher business costs and fewer payouts to shareholders can be offset by increased business revenue. For example, if we pay workers like Courtney Brown and Steve Kelley more, then they will buy more products, including from companies like Amazon and Apple. This is in contrast to the relatively affluent stockholders, who will likely invest their gains in more stocks and assets of global companies. Workers will also buy more from businesses in their community and support local jobs. It comes down to a basic question: do you believe that the resilience and growth of the American economy is driven principally by broad-based consumer spending, or do you believe it is more dependent on a handful of sophisticated investors who know best how to allocate capital? Putting more money in the hands of workers is putting faith in distributed job creation and democratic capitalism. It also helps workers determine the shapes of their own lives, rather than just scraping by or relying on government beneficence.
As the prosperity from digital gains continues to grow, it’s essential for us to ensure that workers can take their rightful part in that growth. In keeping with four of the main principles of the Essential Workers Bill of Rights, the following sections explore how to achieve dignity and fairness for workers in the twenty-first century.
A FAMILY-SUPPORTING WAGE
During the worst months of the pandemic, spanning from March to April of 2021, America’s 719 billionaires saw their wealth increase by $1.62 trillion, more than 50 percent. According to Inequality.org, while many businesses shuttered, Jeff Bezos’s wealth increased almost 75 percent to nearly $200 billion, Elon Musk’s wealth went up almost 600 percent to more than $150 billion, and Mark Zuckerberg’s wealth doubled in thirteen months to more than $100 billion.
Working-class Americans were perplexed at how billionaires reached record wealth while they struggled to pay the bills. They were befuddled that Bezos could make more than $50 billion in months, while Amazon, with surging revenue and a huge cash balance, could not find the money to give Courtney Brown and her fulfillment center colleagues hazard pay for working through the pandemic while risking their own health.
A nation that can create staggering wealth for billionaires should also have the resources to ensure that working Americans earn a family-supporting wage. By this, I mean a wage that allows a person to rent a modest place and buy food, clothing, and other basic life necessities for themselves and their children. To get there, we can combine several important policies.
$15 MINIMUM WAGE
The simple starting point for giving American workers a raise is increasing the minimum wage to $15. This would not simply help the workers at the bottom of the totem pole but would push the pay scale up for many blue-collar jobs. In fact, economist Dean Baker has observed that from 1938 to 1968, the federal minimum wage “rose in step with productivity.” If that trend continued, the minimum wage would be $24 today. This is assuming, as Ryan Bourne at the Cato Institute astutely points out, that there has not been a sharp divergence in the relative productivity of high-wage and low-wage workers. And, given the extent to which low-wage essential workers have kept the country functioning over the course of the Covid pandemic, you would be hard-pressed to argue for a vast divergence in productivity.
The constant argument against raising the minimum wage is that it will end up costing workers jobs. That fear is overblown. In their famous paper, economists David Card and Alan Krueger showed that increasing the minimum wage does not automatically result in automation or job loss. They argue that when workers are paid more, their increased spending can in turn create new jobs. At the same time, better-paying jobs are easier to fill. This is consistent with leading labor economist Arindrajit Dube’s recent survey that concluded “the employment effects are small”—that is, there’s little change in net jobs—if the United States were to shift to a minimum wage up to 59 percent and as high as 81 percent of the median income, which is currently about $19 an hour.
A couple of recent studies caution that a substantial increase in the minimum wage can result in the automation of low-wage work. But even if that is true, the legislation we passed in the House of Representative that called for an increase to a $15 minimum wage by 2024 mitigates that effect. According to the Economic Policy Institute, phasing in an increase provides time for “employers to adjust to the new standard” and can reduce the automation impact and or job loss.
Interestingly, some of the most recent studies suggest that when there is a high minimum wage, employers do not reduce jobs but instead require a high school degree as a prerequisite. This suggests that increasing the wage to $15 likely means a more educated and productive workforce. Nearly 90 percent of Americans over eighteen have a high school diploma. In short, a significant increase in the minimum wage can help workers earn more without taking away adult job opportunities, especially if it is coupled with an investment in basic training and credentialing for workers. Studies show that towns with relatively fewer employers may actually gain jobs from a minimum wage increase. When employers have market power, they under-hire because they are not willing to pay the competitive wage and prefer a smaller workforce at depressed wages. Forcing them to raise the wage instead leads to more recruitment and job growth.
Unfortunately, this type of nuanced discussion was completely missing from the withering critique Senator Bernie Sanders and I received when we introduced the Stop BEZOS Act in the fall of 2018. The legislation would require any billion-dollar public company to pay the public benefits of their employees if they were not paying a $15 wage. It was intended to expose the unfairness of taxpayers subsidizing the employees of wealthy multinational corporations, and it worked. Within a month of introducing the legislation, Amazon raised their minimum wage to $15 an hour. In a tweet, Bezos thanked Senator Sanders and encouraged other companies to follow Amazon’s lead. But the idea for this legislation did not come from the far left. It was actually the brainchild of Bill Galston, a senior advisor in Bill Clinton’s administration. Galston, echoing Adam Smith, made the case to me that no person shipping or bagging groceries should be unable to buy groceries. In other words, employers should pay their workers enough that they don’t need food stamps. Billion-dollar companies, by underpaying their employees, leave American taxpayers to foot the bill for government services like Medicaid and housing assistance.
It seemed to us like common sense, but the Beltway erupted in objections to our legislation. The most common fear was that it would lead to mass automation and hurt Amazon’s profitability. These concerns proved to be fanciful, of course. Even before the pandemic, the number of Amazon’s employees grew by nearly 25 percent, to almost 800,000 in 2019, which was the first full year after they moved to a $15 wage. Most of these 150,000 new jobs were in warehouses, so the $15 wage did not result in automation as the doomsday and fearmongering pundits prophesized. During the pandemic, Amazon hired thousands of new warehouse and delivery workers. By 2020, they were already at 876,000 regular full- and part-time employees, not including temporary and seasonal employees (which, if included, bring the total to more than 1.2 million). They simply did not replace their workers with robots, even with the higher wage. Amazon does have more than 200,000 robots that help move packages across the warehouse, but the skill of picking and placing different packages on shelves is still beyond the scope of robotics. Although Amazon is “chasing the Holy Grail” of having robots do everything that “the human hand can do,” that is years away. The company will make that transformational investment regardless of whether they are paying current workers $12, $15, or even $20.
What about Amazon’s stock? Did the increased wages hurt its profitability? Absolutely not. In fact, Amazon’s stock was about $2,000 at the time of our legislation and was trading at over $3,000 by the time of the pandemic. It should be no surprise that Amazon’s profitability and value were barely affected by the higher wages considering the company’s staggering $55 billion in cash on their balance sheets and profits of more than $21 billion in 2020.
Finally, thoughtful critics raised concerns that companies like Amazon would refuse to hire candidates who were likely to need public benefits if the company would be on the hook for the cost. But that is why we have antidiscrimination laws. Gary Becker, the late Nobel Laureate in economics, showed that if you make the penalty severe enough, you can deter illegal conduct that is hard to monitor such as statistical discrimination against candidates who may be single mothers or have underlying health conditions. Even if the chances of getting caught are low, executives at billion-dollar companies are unlikely to take such risk if the penalties could be career-ending or publicly embarrassing. What most companies would do is pay their workers $15, or whatever wage floor Congress sets, so they have a safe harbor and are not responsible for paying the public benefits.
Although the increase in minimum wage did nothing to stunt job growth or the stock price of Amazon, we should be clear-eyed about their actions. While they increased their minimum wage to $15 an hour, they did cut stock options and monthly production bonuses for these workers. Some also believe the company’s subsequent push to lobby Congress for a $15 minimum wage was a strategic business move to hurt competitors like Walmart. Whatever their motives, research by Berkeley economist Ellora Derenoncourt and collaborators has shown that Amazon’s wage hike had positive spillover effects, as other firms in the same commuting zone increased wages by about 5 percent on average in the months after Amazon’s announcement. Many of these firms emulated Amazon’s wage policy, significantly increasing the share of hourly jobs paying a $15 wage. For instance, Target recently raised its own wage to $15 to compete for employees, and Walmart now faces pressure to do the same. As Dube shared with me, the fact that these national retailers chose a single national minimum as opposed to adopting regional variance suggests the efficiency and simplicity of taking that approach, especially when $15 is now a reasonable floor even in low-wage states. It is imperative that when we raise the wage, we offer generous tax credits for small businesses to compete with national chains.
My biggest disappointment about the presidency of Joe Biden so far has been our inability to get the $15 wage passed despite the president’s strong support for the policy. The obstacles have been the restaurant industry, which does not want to see a $15 wage for tipped workers, and powerful corporate lobbyists. We have no chance of passing this through the Senate with sixty votes. Even Republican proposals by more moderate senators like Mitt Romney for raising the wage to $10 contain anti-immigrant provisions placing additional burdens on undocumented immigrants. The irony is these proposals will not lead to many more deportations but will result in less bargaining power for immigrant workers and further depress wages. Recognizing that we will not have Republican votes for a $15 wage, I led a letter with twenty-two House colleagues to the White House arguing that Vice President Kamala Harris should overturn the Senate parliamentarian so we can pass an increase through the reconciliation process, which requires 51 votes. I still believe that is the best way to get this done and an urgent need.
EXPANDING THE EARNED INCOME TAX CREDIT
The route to a true family-supporting wage will be best achieved if we complement an increased minimum wage with a strategic expansion of the earned income tax credit. The EITC is a tax break offered by the federal government that’s best understood as offering supplemental income to households who work but fall below a certain income threshold. The tax credit rewards hard work, puts money in Americans’ pockets, and incentivizes businesses to hire. Jesse Rothstein, a labor economist, finds that roughly 70 percent of the government benefit goes to the worker directly, and 30 percent of the subsidy goes to the employer.
In 2017, Senator Sherrod Brown and I proposed a bill to expand the EITC and raise incomes for 47 million American households. For families with children, they’ll see their EITC roughly doubled. We believe that full-time caregiving must count as work. Workers without children will see their EITC increase by almost six times. Tens of millions of working-class households, namely those without college degrees, would get a substantial raise to make up for wage stagnation over the past four decades. President Clinton once told me something I’ll never forget: Beyond the economic jargon, what stagnation means is that people wake up every day of their lives, year after year, with little hope that things will get better. They slowly give up on their plans of buying a decent house and live with constant regret of not being able to do more for their kids. It is a life of diminished aspiration.
A broad, fifty-six-member coalition representing diverse congressional constituencies backed Senator Brown and my EITC expansion legislation because it would benefit a wide swath of Americans. More than half of the recipients of the EITC would have been white and nearly 40 percent Black or Latino. Studies show that most families would use this money to provide better education for their children and invest in nutrition and medical care, which lead to better health outcomes. This would also help families provide for their teenage children, which may be a greater responsibility if many minimum wage jobs begin to require a high school diploma. The total cost of our proposal is about $1.4 trillion over ten years, which is less than the price of the tax cut Trump passed in his first year. President Biden deserves credit for incorporating a substantial increase in the EITC for workers without children for 2021 in the American Rescue Plan. Our work is now to build on that progress.
The irony of the Trump tax cuts is they helped tech companies on the coast much more than they helped forgotten Americans. Apple, in my district, received a tax cut of nearly $43 billion. Much of this money went into stock buybacks and higher dividend payments. What is even more shocking is that Amazon was able to claim a tax rebate of $129 million in 2018 despite U.S. revenue of $11 billion because of tax credits for stock options, depreciation, and capital loss. Perhaps the tax cuts incentivized companies like Apple and Amazon to expand their domestic hiring and spending with domestic manufacturers, but the trickle-down impact on working families was marginal. Real average hourly wages stalled in the wake of the tax cut, and real average hourly earnings slightly decreased for some. An expansion of the EITC would have done far more to improve the lives of the working class.
America’s tax policy under recent Republican presidents has been to give tax breaks to affluent Americans and corporations hoping that it will fuel hiring and that this might, in turn, put upward pressure on wages. But a more direct approach is to put that money directly in working people’s pockets. Their spending would fuel broad-based and local hiring. Put even more bluntly, if you want to help the working class, just target the tax relief to the working class. Do not concoct some elaborate economy theory that hasn’t delivered since its advent in the days of Ronald Reagan.
EMPLOYEE BARGAINING RIGHTS
Marcie Silva, a bus driver for a tech company in the Valley, shared with me that she sleeps in her car and showers at the gym. The company that retains her services does not provide any facilities for her to get ready for work in the mornings. She has very little control over her schedule and is summoned at odd hours. Many times she has had to cancel family commitments or doctor’s appointments to show up to work. The indignity is that she’s considered an independent contractor, not an employee. She is unable to negotiate any of her terms or conditions directly with the company she services.
Marcie’s story is, unfortunately, common in Silicon Valley. Tech firms outsource bus drivers, security guards, food service workers, janitors, and building services to contractors. As Deaton and Case have shown, the economic incentives are compelling to outsource these jobs. If family health care premiums can cost upward of $20,000 for a lower-wage employee making between $40,000 and $50,000, then companies have little incentive to put them on their payroll. The Affordable Care Act, commonly referred to as Obamacare, requires that companies not discriminate against their employees when it comes to providing health care benefits. So instead of providing lower-wage workers with the same health care as software programmers, tech companies hire contracting companies for that work. The contracting companies then offer high-deductible and high-copay plans with lower premiums that cost less per worker. The bottom line is that contract workers like Marcie receive worse health care, have less wage-negotiating leverage, and are blocked from the mailroom-to-boardroom upward mobility that previously embodied the American dream.
The truth is that a family-supporting wage is not going to be a realistic possibility for many working Americans if their jobs are relegated to contract work where they have no bargaining rights and threadbare benefits.
Tech executives will tell you that they are only outsourcing jobs to contractors that are not part of the core functions of their business; this is just good management practice. They argue that Apple’s focus should be on designing the best iPhone, Google’s on optimizing search, and Amazon’s on managing the flow of e-commerce. They do not want the headache of managing thousands of employees and developing best practices in fields where they do not have expertise. But even if tech companies do not want to undertake extensive management obligations, they should still be held responsible for negotiating the pay and benefits of these contract workers by being classified as joint employers.
Prior to 1984, the law would have found that Marcie was an employee not just of the bus contracting company but also the tech employer she serviced. The standard was set forth by a 1965 National Labor Relations Board case, The Greyhound Corp., which held that a company is considered a joint employer if it exercises even indirect control over employment by setting the conditions of the workplace. In other words, a tech company that sets and schedules bus routes as well as the conditions for who can ride them would be seen as a joint employer of the bus driver. This standard was changed in 1984 as the Reagan NLRB predictably limited the scope of the joint-employer standard. In TLI, Inc. and Laerco Transportation, the Reagan NLRB ruled that an employer had to exert active control over an employee to be deemed a joint employer. As long as a company can show that it is not actively managing an employee’s payroll or hiring or firing them, they can avoid the responsibility of being employers.
Many tech companies take advantage of this Reagan-era framework to avoid providing their service workers with the wages and benefits they deserve, but not everyone is a bad actor. In response to the activism of Silicon Valley Rising, an organizing campaign of low-wage workers, some employers like Google and Facebook took constructive steps to pay their contractors well and adopt model standards for how contractors should be treated. They encourage contractors to unionize with their vendor companies, and nearly half of service workers are now unionized in the Valley. At the beginning of this year, hundreds of Alphabet contractors and employees took matters into their own hands and formed the Alphabet Workers Union. The union, affiliated with the well-known Communications Workers of America, will include all types of workers, from AI engineers to contract workers. Although it is a minority union lacking the support of the majority of workers and therefore cannot negotiate for higher wages, it gives employees a structure to voice their concerns and can act as a model for other tech employees.
In 2019, the House of Representatives passed the Protecting the Right to Organize (PRO) Act to reinstitute the broader, pre-Reagan joint employer standard. If this bill becomes law, it would be a game changer for many tech service workers, who will get the same health care and retirement benefits as software developers, regardless of who signs their paychecks. They could force employers to recognize their union if a majority sign cards for it without allowing for anti-union campaigns, flooded with millions of dollars, to manipulate election outcomes. For Marcie, this would translate into a higher wage, a better health care plan, and a better retirement plan. She could negotiate for more predictability in her schedule and better facilities during rest breaks. It should be noted that her tech employer would have no obligation to provide her with the same generous leave policies as they provide their software developers, but as a practical matter it is hard to imagine them discriminating against service workers who are classified as employees. Even so, Congress can require employers to allow workers to tend to their own health and emergency needs by passing permanent paid sick and family leave, as we temporarily did for some workers in our Covid-19 relief bill, and as we did for all federal employees in 2019. Only then would Marcie have, at least, a minimum amount of leave guaranteed.
The most egregious misclassification of employees as contractors concerns Uber and Lyft drivers. For the purposes of illustration, I will focus on Uber because the company had the audacity to argue in court that it is a technology company designing a mobile app and that it is not in the business of transportation. It considers only tech workers to be its employees and views all of its drivers as peripheral to its core mission. Imagine thinking, when you sit in an Uber, that a software developer is servicing you more than your driver! The proposition is absurd, and it failed to impress the court, which found Uber’s misclassification illegal under California law. The company then, in coalition with Lyft, DoorDash, Instacart, and other ride-sharing and delivery apps, spent a staggering $188 million on a ballot initiative to overturn California law in the 2020 election and succeeded. Now, Uber and Lyft have returned to their practice of misclassifying drivers as contractors. The real problem is the arrogance of these ride-sharing companies. They see techies as driving real value and everyone else as dispensable—subject to replacement or eventual automation. How can we expect the working class to embrace the tech industry when the young tech elite often view working-class jobs as accessories to the main pillars of the new economy?
The status of Uber drivers is not just about legal rights. It is also about recognizing and respecting how much value drivers bring to the customer experience. No one would deny the genius of an app that makes it easy to flag down a ride anywhere in the city. The problem is that the Uber drivers working long hours are not fairly benefiting from the gains of that innovation. Uber sits on more than $5 billion of cash. It can afford the additional $500 million a year that properly classifying its employees entails. Even if this adds significantly to its current operating loss, Uber can explore increasing prices for its services or raising more capital at a lower valuation to make it work. Underpaying drivers to cut costs for ride hailers is not innovation, it’s regression.
Drivers, moreover, can continue to work part-time as employees. When I taught economics at Stanford, I had a very flexible schedule and taught part-time but was considered an employee. The rules should not be different for blue-collar workers, who want flexibility in their jobs but also the security and benefits of being employees. Classifying gig workers as employees would not be an unreasonable burden on Uber’s financials, contrary to the company’s apprehensions. Our law already provides businesses with flexibility in how they can treat part-time workers or those with multiple employers. For example, under current law, Uber is not required to provide health care insurance to part-time workers who log less than thirty hours a week. It is simply a red herring to claim, then, that the traditional employee model would sink ride-sharing companies that have many part-time drivers.
The bottom line is simple: workers deserve fair compensation for their work and the basic labor protections that have been established over this country’s history. When these are stripped away by legalistic interpretations that leave the most precarious workers with even less control over their lives, then the growing working-class resentment against the tech sector is both foreseeable and justified. We need to close misclassification loopholes and recognize that the digital age cannot become a convenient excuse to deprive working-class Americans of hard-earned bargaining rights.
RETIREMENT INCOME
Matt, a Google security guard and member of the Service Employees International Union, shared with me his anxiety about aging in Silicon Valley and the state of his wages: “I am fifty-eight years old. I don’t want to work until I drop dead!” Retirement is a scary prospect for many workers in my district. They have lived through both the 2008 Great Recession and the 2020 pandemic, both of which depleted their meager savings. Their situation is similar to that of the average American worker. Studies show that 45 percent of American workers have no retirement account, and those nearing the end of their careers have only about $15,000 in retirement savings.
Techies and the working class have different attitudes about retirement planning. I have almost never met a young techie who is worried about their future finances. They assume that life will work out fine. Their charmed existence can make them blind to workers who are often twice their age, putting in long hours, and desperately want financial peace of mind. Workers like Matt never received generous stock options in their thirties or forties. They just want to know they will not lose their house or their modest standard of living once they retire. This means that a realistic family-supporting wage for working Americans needs to take the prospect of retirement into serious consideration.
A community as affluent as Silicon Valley should not leave anybody insecure about their retirement. Workers may put up with techies bossing them around, driving ostentatious cars, or ignoring them in hallways, as long as they know that they are on a path toward financial stability. They can take pride in a job, despite daily slights, that allows them economic self-sufficiency. As Joan Williams, who has written extensively about class, puts it, “For most, the dignity work affords is from what it allows you to buy and whom it allows you to support, not from the job itself.” But it is too much indignity to work in the midst of excessive wealth and have nothing to show for it at the end of a long career.
One solution is to ask high earners, including techies, to pay a Social Security tax on earnings above $250,000 that are currently exempt for such tax, so that retiring workers can have more generous Social Security benefits. By doing so, we could provide workers like Matt with a few thousand dollars of additional retirement income every year. Senator Warren has a detailed plan along these lines that would increase the average yearly Social Security benefit from $16,248 to nearly $19,000. Most software developers I spoke to at Google, Apple, or Facebook would not mind paying a payroll tax on their incomes above $250,000 if it means workers who service them can have a decent retirement. They also are open to paying a few percent Social Security tax on their investment income, recognizing that they had the opportunity to build their fortune through stock appreciation that is inaccessible to most workers.
At a time of economic disruption and increased automation, our political class should debate how to expand Social Security versus cutting it. It’s surprising that this commonsense observation even has to be made. If people are more at risk of losing their traditional jobs in their fifties or early sixtiess because of automation or globalization, then why would anyone push to raise the age of Social Security? Because of economic insecurity, 60 percent of workers claim benefits before they reach the current retirement age of sixty-six. It makes no sense to make them wait even longer to qualify for full benefits. Moreover, if the data shows that workers have not received their fair share of economic gains compared to investors and executives over the last forty years, then shouldn’t we increase the income workers receive in retirement to account for the disparity?
The argument that somehow a small, additional tax on the wealthy will hurt economic growth has little support in economic literature. Does anyone believe that companies like Apple, Amazon, and Facebook would be less successful if their highest-earning employees and shareholders had to pay a little bit more federal tax? Employees would not suddenly lose their ambition to climb up the corporate ladder if they had to pay Social Security tax on income more than $250,000. They already pay it on every dollar below $142,800; the current cap makes little sense.
Berkeley economist Danny Yagan shows, moreover, that corporate investment would not be impacted by a small tax on investment. It is unlikely that it would have any impact on venture capital and angel investment either. Most investors in these sectors, knowing that most of their bets will fail, are looking for, at least, a 1,000 percent return on a successful start-up. The prospect of paying a few percent investment tax will not deter investment in the next Facebook or Google. Investors are more concerned with assessing the quality of a business plan and the risk of failure than about whether they will make a 950 percent or 1,000 percent return on their initial investment.
In addition to expanding Social Security, we should have retirement savings plans for all. This is the brainchild of Gene Sperling, an economic advisor to Presidents Clinton, Obama, and Biden. President Clinton pushed this idea in 1999 for workers making under $80,000 but faced Republican opposition. Given that income inequality has only become worse since then, the time has come to try again. Currently, every federal employee receives a government match for contributions that we make into a retirement fund. For congressional staff, the federal government matches up to 5 percent of an employee’s income based on what they choose to save. Our government should simply do this for every American worker making under $100,000, in both the private and public sector. As Sperling argues, the match amount should be higher for moderate- and low-income workers.
Under this proposal, Matt would receive a federal match for any money he puts away for retirement. A progressive match will incentivize employers to offer automatic enrollment and to increase their contributions to maximize federal money employees receive. This program is an example of promoting mutual responsibility between government and tech to benefit workers. It would also give workers the sense of long-term income security they need to make a wage that can truly support a family through the present and the future.
WORKER VOICE
Work is about far more than compensation. It provides meaning, structure, and solidarity. As the writer and social activist Wendell Berry observes, work binds us with others in society:
Good work finds the way between pride and despair.
It graces with health. It heals with grace.
It preserves the given so that it remains a gift.
By it, we lose loneliness:
we clasp the hands of those who go before us, and the hands of those who come after us;
we enter the little circle of each other’s arms,
and the larger circle of lovers whose hands are joined in a dance,
and the larger circle of all creatures, passing in and out of life, who move also in a dance, to a music so subtle and vast that no ear hears it except in fragments.
Professionals in the tech industry, including software developers, venture capitalists, and executives, see their work as mission-driven in the way Berry poetically captures. They speak with satisfaction about participating in different teams and working long hours. A sense of accomplishment, though perhaps on a different vector, also extends to many blue-collar workers in tech. Even when facing unfair work environments, they are grateful earning an honest living and doing important tasks that contribute to the company’s goals. Whether or not their identity is tied to their specific job title, they are aware of the skill they bring to their work and what that means for colleagues and family members who depend on them.
We need to spend more time as a society asking what a good job means for blue-collar workers in a digital age. Thinking that robotics and artificial intelligence will render such work obsolete is dismissive of the complexity of manual labor. Such prognostications usually come from highly educated professionals who would struggle to assemble a storage box and lack sufficient competence or appreciation for blue-collar work. Silicon Valley techies or philosophers who envision a transformed working class as fungible machine operators are out of touch with everyday reality. What they may see as mundane and easily automatable tasks actually are skilled ones, requiring dexterity, balance, judgment, practice, patience, precision, mapping, and a specific attention to detail. Annie Lowrey, a journalist for The Atlantic, writes about how the term low-skill workers is offensive and many of them are “physically and emotionally taxing” and require a “great deal of skill.” This is not to deny that aspects of blue-collar jobs will be automated and probably to a larger degree than aspects of professional jobs, nor does it discount that there will be job loss because of automation for the working class, particularly in highly repetitive tasks. But Paul Krugman is right to note that worker productivity has “been growing much more slowly than in the past” suggesting that workers are not being “replaced by machines” at some unprecedented scale. The relevant question is what voice will blue-collar workers have in incorporating new technologies and in writing their updated job descriptions?
The question of worker voice is central to dignity. Most of us spend the majority of our days at work. Joshua Cohen, philosopher and Apple faculty member, explains that firms should not be able to exercise “arbitrary authority” over workers and boss them around without taking into account their perspective of the nature of their job. At a minimum, this means that workers should be able to bargain for their compensation and terms of employment. They should have a strong say in what they are signing up to do and their salary. But Cohen goes beyond a call for collective bargaining or unionization that would safeguard worker interests. He is not simply asking that workers be respected as equals when engaging in initial negotiations over their employment contract. He calls for ongoing worker input and engagement in shaping the nature of their jobs. Presumably, this demand for a voice is not something that can be bargained away. Much like our government would not let someone bargain away the eight-hour workday, overtime pay, or safe working conditions, Cohen suggests that the right to meaningful participation in one’s workplace ought to be guaranteed as an affirmation of equal democratic citizenship.
What would this look like in practice? At the most basic level, it means respecting the expertise of workers concerning their own safety. Senator Warren and I called for workers and their representatives to be at the table in developing protocols for dealing with Covid-19. Workers like Courtney Brown and Steve Kelley knew what personal protective equipment (PPE) their colleagues needed during the pandemic and what social distancing practices were required. Their employers made dangerous and unnecessary mistakes by not consulting them or their representatives. Another example is Stanford’s mishandling of Covid vaccine prioritization based on their reliance on a “a very complex algorithm.” They failed to prioritize medical residents who were regularly seeing patients and provided the vaccine instead to more senior administrators and doctors working remotely. If Stanford had asked the people who actually care for patients day to day who had most frontline contact and how to prioritize vaccines, they would have done much better than relying on algorithms.
Beyond safety concerns, workers deserve a voice in selecting their own training programs, building strategies to use technology creatively, and structuring their roles. Joel Rogers, a law professor at Universtiy of Wisconsin, famously laid out the “high road” strategy, arguing that firms that foster worker participation and develop worker talent will generate more wealth compared to firms that use a top-down, command model to get the most out of their workers at the cheapest wage. Rogers argued that “shared prosperity,” “environmental sustainability,” and workplace democracy were “necessary complements, not tragic tradeoffs,” in maximizing revenue growth.
California has had success with the High Road Training Partnerships (HRTP). Private industry and union leaders collaborate to run this program to create high-value blue-collar jobs. Most famously, the program produces green janitors. These are janitors who are trained and credentialed in meeting local and state climate standards, and they have significantly decreased energy and water usage in the buildings they service. They also help promulgate green practices with other employees at their places of work and neighbors in their local communities. In addition to green janitors, HRTP created apprenticeship programs for bus drivers, which teach incoming drivers about customer service, tackling mental health issues, public safety, and conflict resolution. The results have been phenomenal. Rider complaints have fallen, employee absenteeism is down, and drivers are seen as counselors to their regular riders. By involving workers in designing training curriculums that interest them and expand their skill set, these workers see clear benefits and so does society.
How can the high road strategy be applied specifically to the digital economy? As a starting point, employees should have representation on the corporate boards and substantive committees of tech companies. This applies to both software programmers who may not be driven by the same monetary pressures as executives as well as blue-collar workers. Economists have found that when employees have a seat at the table, it leads to more productivity. It also facilitates less knee-jerk and reactive decision-making about laying people off. Most important, it builds social cohesion. If those doing physical work are represented on the board and on various committees, they will have an opportunity to mix and make plans with employees who spend their time on laptops and in Zoom meetings. This interconnection is needed in an increasingly virtual workplace, which, left to develop in its current form, risks furthering the separation between white-collar and blue-collar workers.
Employee perspectives are particularly valuable when it comes to distinguishing between technology that will be productivity-enhancing and “excessive automation” strategies focused obsessively on reducing labor hours and costs. According to MIT economist Daron Acemoglu, “many automation technologies, such as self-checkout kiosks or automated customer service, are not generating much total factor productivity growth.” One reason for this market failure is that our government taxes labor at a much higher rate than investments in equipment or software investment. Acemoglu points out that labor is taxed at almost 25 percent, but investments in new machines or software are taxed at close to zero with depreciation, thereby incentivizing technological displacement even when workers are better. Fixing this distortion in our tax code should be a high priority in any tax reform agenda.
Beyond the distorted tax incentives, corporate executives may also fail to appreciate the human dimensions to blue-collar jobs. For example, studies have found that customers are far more likely to shoplift when using self-checkout machines. Additionally, customers often ask to speak to a live agent or store clerk even when they have automated options. How often have you checked out at CVS or Walgreens and either deliberately chosen to check out with the human because it’s easier, or tried the automated checkout only to end up needing the worker to come over to assist with the purchase? More promising approaches to automating checkout are emerging—for instance, Amazon Go, an app that scans groceries as you shop, may crack the code—and there is a place for automation to provide consumers with more convenience in their shopping experience. But in assessing how much is needed in any particular context and what type of human interaction will remain helpful, businesses should consult employees actually doing the job.
Worker input can also mitigate the negative consequences of remote work on blue-collar services. When employees worked from home during the pandemic, thousands of janitors, cafeteria workers, and bus drivers lost their jobs. To the extent that teleworking becomes the new normal in the tech sector, the tech demand for blue-collar services may decline. Companies will still need a core group to take care of their office buildings and serve employees food. But they may not need as many service workers as they did when their offices were fully occupied every day. Tech companies can begin strategizing with worker representatives about how the service workforce can provide housecleaning, transportation, and culinary services to at-home employees, and still be part of the company’s team culture.
As a final thought experiment, consider the difference providing workers with a voice would make at the Amazon fulfillment center in Kenosha, Wisconsin. The Amazon facility on the west side of town has nearly three thousand workers. The city, after years of deindustrialization, needs these jobs. But they pay less than the manufacturing jobs that left, offer less upward mobility, and require physically exhausting labor. John Nichols, a writer for The Nation who spoke to workers in Kenosha, told me that the Amazon workers are treated as “accessories to the robots.” Many would leave in a heartbeat if they could get any other job at a similar salary. So is it any wonder that people in Kenosha have an ambivalent view about tech? It is not unreasonable for them to expect more than subsistence jobs. The quality of jobs in these towns matter as much as the quantity.
It would be a game changer if Kenosha workers were to have a voice in corporate committees about their workday. They would be able to speak out against being controlled, tasked, and bossed by electronic gadgets or abusive supervisors. Tech tools must never become instruments for a power grab by the managerial class. Workers could also insist on human interaction with colleagues instead of dealing with electronic gadgets all day long, which becomes monotonous and lonely. Of course, not every Amazon practice is bad. Amazon’s A2Tech (associate to technician) program shows some promise in providing upward mobility for thousands of warehouse workers to transition to tech roles. But even this program would benefit from worker participation in designing it and ensuring that it is more widely available locally. Beyond representation, Kenosha service workers need federal workplace standards as well as strong unions to stand up for their interests.
Now imagine if federal policies incentivized Amazon to locate some software jobs in Kenosha—as a commitment to the next generation in the city. These remote workers may still face the risk of being marginalized or exploited by managers sitting in headquarters, but they would bring income and economic vitality to the region. The key is for our federal government to develop a list of specific rights for remote workers, recognizing that a decentralized workplace makes them more vulnerable and less able to organize. These rights should include protections for their physical and mental well-being, which can be strained with long, consecutive days of virtual meetings and desk work.
We need a comprehensive vision for the digital economy where tech does not simply extract value from places like Kenosha but partners with the community to create an ecosystem of good jobs and local prosperity. Cities like Kenosha deserve some share of the trillions of dollars of wealth that big tech is generating; and the workers who help create that wealth deserve to be more than cogs in our sprawling digital infrastructure.
HIGH-QUALITY CHILD CARE
There is a stark divide between tech professionals and the working class concerning access to child care. This became obvious during Covid. Most parents struggled during the pandemic, balancing distance learning at home and their children’s emotional needs with their jobs’ demands. Tech professionals, at least, had support from their employers. Google, Microsoft, and Facebook offered more than a month’s worth of generous paid leave for employees to care for their kids. They offered backup child care for up to ten days, flexible schedules, and encouraged full-time remote work from home. One of my friends at a big tech firm had a manager who allowed him to block out four hours every morning to spend with his kids.
Blue-collar workers did not have these options. Google and Facebook were explicit that the child care benefits they provided were only for their employees and not for their hundreds of thousands of contractors. Those providing child care had to raise their employer’s family during the day and their own kids at night. To cope, many blue-collar workers split the seven-day week with their spouses and juggled their jobs and kids to the point of fatigue, leaving almost no time for families to be all together. Some left their kids with grandparents, aunts and uncles, cousins, or older teenagers in the neighborhood, putting at some risk their nutrition, development, or even safety.
The tragedy is that most working families cannot afford child care. The financial cost of child care to American families is astronomical, constituting over a third of a couple’s household income. This is higher than in any EU country and more than two times what people in Germany, France, or the Scandinavian nations pay. As a result, it is hard for young parents to move away from their extended family, even for good job opportunities, because they need familial support systems to raise their kids. Many working-class parents will complain about their child care challenges more than even their salary or workplace conditions. Ultimately, all of these factors conspire to increase inequality between tech professionals and the workers who service them.
This is why Senator Warren and I called for child care in our Essential Workers Bill of Rights. We focused on workers like Courtney Brown and Steve Kelley who kept our society functioning during the Covid-19 crisis. How could anyone argue they did not deserve, at the very least, high-quality child care while they took care of our needs? Moreover, why should it take a pandemic for us to understand the basic needs faced by every working parent?
Senator Warren offers a targeted plan to make this happen. She describes child care as “part of the basic infrastructure of this nation,” like the roads and bridges that are necessary for parents to get to work. The Warren plan directs federal investment in state-of-the-art child care centers and in-home care programs in every community. She envisions these services being free for any family making less than 200 percent of the poverty line and capped at no more than 7 percent of any family’s income. To his credit, President Biden adopted Senator Warren’s commitment to affordable child care. Biden’s proposal calls for giving families tax credits of up to half of their child care costs, with a ceiling of $8,000. While his plan leaves in place a financial burden on working parents, the proposed subsidy brings child care costs down to be more in line with their cost in other nations. A hybrid approach with direct investment in high-quality child care centers for those struggling to make ends meet, coupled with tax credits for those who would prefer other child care options (through their employers, faith institutions, or nonprofits), is a promising way forward and part of the president’s bold infrastructure package that is likely to pass. A refundable caregiver tax credit also should be available to families who choose to have a stay-at-home parent.
Even in a digital age, robots will not raise our kids. So we must consider how parenthood factors into any conversation about the future of work and recognize that a healthy, well-educated child will contribute to a stronger economic future.
AFFORDABLE HOUSING
The final pillar of a worker’s bill of rights is affordable housing. To put it lightly, working-class families do not live in the same neighborhoods as tech professionals in Silicon Valley. Their children do not go to the same schools, play in the same leagues, eat at the same restaurants, or hang out in the same shopping malls. My district is a reminder that the class divide within communities can be as pernicious as our divides across race, gender, and geography. Consider that the average rent in my district is more than $2,000 a month, and the median home price is more than $1 million, well out of reach for most working families. For families in my community who make under $50,000 a year, a staggering 57 percent are “extremely rent-burdened,” with over half of their income going towards rent. The story of Silicon Valley is as much about these rent-burdened workers who live in low-income housing in San Jose as it is about the tech millionaires and billionaires who build their own mansions in Woodside, Atherton, Palo Alto, Los Altos Hills, or Fremont. Some were forced to leave the Bay Area altogether, and third-generation working families living in the area suffer the indignity of hearing twenty-something techies who just moved in ask aloud: “If they can’t afford to live here, why can’t they just move?”
The Valley was not always so economically segregated. Back in the 1970s and even 1980s, a software engineer may have had a mechanic or electrician as a neighbor. The engineer’s children would go to school and engage in activities with the children of those who worked in blue-collar jobs. But the advent of the internet completely transformed the region. The rise of Apple and Google, both now trillion-dollar companies, along with other tech giants like Facebook and Netflix and thousands of new tech entrepreneurs and venture capitalists, drove property values through the roof. Engineers and computer scientists displaced doctors and lawyers as the new aristocrats, with an unfathomable magnitude of wealth. Restrictive zoning laws in places like Cupertino and Mountain View added fuel to the problem. Residents already wary of how tech companies were contributing to added traffic, a lack of parking or space for local retail stores, and overcrowding of local schools did not want to approve even more development that would bring more people to these cities. The working class—particularly Black, Latino, and other marginalized communities—paid the heaviest price.
The extreme concentration of tech’s wealth hurts not only communities that have been left behind across our nation, but also the working class within Silicon Valley. Put differently, tech’s unbalanced growth is not good for our country and has negative implications for the Valley itself. People often ask me how I can advocate creating jobs outside my district—what congressman can get elected on such a platform? My initial answer is that more balance in the distribution of tech’s prosperity is in the interest of many who live in my district and do not want their small cities to become crowded metropolises or their cost of living to continue skyrocketing. The full story is, of course, more complicated. Big tech creates jobs for thousands of blue-collar service workers. That has undoubtedly been a boon for the region in keeping unemployment low, and reflexive opposition to tech expansion in our region would limit opportunities for workers as well as hurt our tax base that funds many social services. But the wages these service jobs pay have historically never kept up with dramatic rent increases, and the overdevelopment of tech without sustainable policy leads to displacement, draining commutes, and even homelessness.
Tech innovation should enhance and diversify a local community, not completely overrun it. A future where everyone in a neighborhood works for Google or Facebook and talks about tech deals and IPOs is boring, myopic, and impoverished. It fosters political thinking that can be elitist and insular, in a way that is unappreciative of the contributions of working Americans, unaware of their struggles and aspirations, and awkward in treating them as equal members of society.
Aside from spreading tech to other parts of the country, what else can be done? We need to increase the supply of affordable housing. Again, Senator Warren has one of the best proposals. She and then Representative Cedric Richmond introduced the American Housing and Economic Mobility Act (AHEMA), which calls for $445 billion over ten years to build 3.2 million new affordable housing units for low-income and middle-class families. The legislation encourages the idea of social housing, meaning that the subsidized units would be integrated in the same building as units for higher-wage residents who pay full market value. This is a better model than traditional public housing, which too often isolates and concentrates low-income families with harmful results. AHEMA also provides funding for the maintenance and rehabilitation of the housing units to prevent community blight.
Warren and Richmond strategically call for $10 billion in education and transportation grants for localities that adopt inclusive zoning policy. This will incentivize more affluent cities in places like Silicon Valley to increase their stock of affordable housing in downtowns and near transit stations. The grants are unlikely to move the needle for Cupertino, which has a vocal constituency opposed to new development and would likely be willing to forgo additional federal revenue. They could, however, have a positive impact on cities like San Jose or Milpitas that already require developers to set aside 15–20 percent of units in new buildings for lower-income residents. Both San Jose and Milpitas also have adopted measures to limit rent increases and evictions. These cities may accelerate their efforts to build more housing and rental units for working families as well as more schools if they receive federal support. Federal incentives can drive local zoning reform while still giving communities the flexibility to have certain less dense, residential neighborhoods.
There is no denying that the technology revolution exacerbated the class divide in the Bay Area. Far from facilitating interconnected communities that this book envisions, tech alienated many working families. The working class does not have a sense of solidarity with techies who keep to their own social circles and often have more in common with friends in New York or Berlin than residents in East San Jose. Many blue-collar workers resent the fancy buses that transport Googlers to their offices, the recent college graduates gentrifying their neighborhoods, and the brash millionaires oblivious to their hardships.
The tragedy is that much of the local backlash to tech was preventable with a concrete vision for including workers in tech’s incredible prosperity and in city planning. It is not too late to implement policies that give workers a greater stake in the success of innovation and integrate them in the neighborhoods where tech professionals live. Their experiences, values, preferences, and ambitions must no longer be marginalized from the culture of technopolises, and their voices must be given equal standing in shaping our future. Indeed, it’s crucial for our country to find effective ways close the chasm that has grown between those at the top and our service workers over recent decades. To that end we have a dual mandate: we must build healthy and balanced communities within tech hubs and also imagine how to connect them to communities hundreds of miles away. Progress toward one helps the other—and each will strengthen our democracy in the digital age.
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PROGRESSIVE CAPITALISM
Even in his late eighties, Charan Das Khanna, my paternal grandfather, took an hour-long walk at 7:00 every morning. Throughout my childhood, whenever he visited us in Bucks County, I set my alarm extra early so I could join him. On these walks he shared his perspective on life, and his ideas have stayed with me through all these years. It was my grandfather who told me that the two most important things in life are good health and education, that it’s these which give us the freedom to pursue our dreams.
I’m grateful to have been blessed with both. The greatest privilege in my life was a good education: I have memories of a nursery school teacher at Bensalem Christian Day School telling me it was silly to be afraid of fingerpaint, of my father reciting the times tables, and my mother flipping vocabulary flash cards. There was the high school teacher who dressed as Theodore Roosevelt, a professor who offhandedly remarked that the quietest student is often the most thoughtful, and constitutional scholars who to this day are the sources for my best legislative ideas. These experiences prepared me to seize opportunities that I could hardly have imagined as a child.
Along the way, I have also been fortunate to have had quality doctors to treat my allergies and asthma, ophthalmologists and dentists for regular exams, and emergency care whenever I needed it. The truth is, I often take the health care services I use for granted, much like the water we drink or the air we breathe.
After law school, I headed to Silicon Valley for the same reason many venture there—a vague sense that it was a place where big things happen. It was not an easy decision, however. I worked the summer of my second year at law school at a firm in Philadelphia, expecting to settle down close to my parents and brother. My parents, who were already far from their family in India, were disappointed that their oldest son was moving to the opposite coast, with a flying time similar to that of London. Even so, the call of the Valley was something I needed to listen to, with the hope of being part of one of the most creative places in world history.
At the time, unlike many who wish to make a similar move today, I could at least afford to go to Silicon Valley. Even in the early 2000s, right after the dot-com bust, rent was expensive, and I also had large student loans. I was able to convince an acquaintance to let me pay for a room in his two-bedroom San Francisco apartment. But even at a rate of $1,000 a month for the room, coupled with my monthly student loan payments, I was only able to afford to stay because of the overly generous compensation for even junior law firm associates.
Silicon Valley is where I developed a true appreciation for entrepreneurs. When many think of the Valley, they think of big tech or brash billionaires, but there is more to the Valley than money and fame. There are three attributes that make it a magical place for start-ups and founders—which incidentally are in direct contrast to how Washington, D.C., works. First, people are willing to take risks and are not penalized for failure. This pertains not just to those who give up salary to start a company, but also to the angel investors and venture capitalists who are willing to fund them based on nothing more than a strong business plan and a qualified team. Wealthy individuals in the Valley are willing to make more aggressive bets, including on previously failed entrepreneurs, than their peers in other parts of the country. Second, people think big. There is little interest in solving small problems, but instead a desire to fundamentally change society and to pursue products or services with a gigantic market. Valley entrepreneurs aim not to just improve something, from “one to n”—a techie expression for incremental progress—but to build new products, going from “zero to one.” This is not to denigrate product improvement, but to recognize that daring ambition is necessary to drive technology breakthroughs. Finally, those who are unconventional are not shunned. Like anywhere, the Valley has groupthink, but entrepreneurs who differentiate themselves from the crowd still have many avenues to secure funding for compelling ideas. Contrast this to Washington, D.C. Here, risk is avoided because of the potential political fallout of a failed program, legislation tends to be narrow as opposed to aspirational, and most politicians are afraid to buck their party leaders. If Congress were to serve as the board of directors for a company, there is no chance it would approach the creativity or innovation that you see from most successful American tech companies or start-ups.
My belief in free enterprise, then, stems from an awareness of the difference between how Washington operates, with its special interests and stagnancy, and how Silicon Valley works, with the opportunities it creates for scrappy individuals with fresh ideas. Of course, the ways in which these opportunities are distributed needs to be improved; the previous three chapters have shown how tech markets are exclusionary along geographical, gender, and racial lines, and how certain workers often get a raw deal. We need new rules and incentives to ensure fair markets. But this doesn’t change the fact that there is great value in giving individuals freedom to create businesses and follow their career aspirations without micromanagement from the government. Although the market imposes its own discipline, it affords people more discretion to pursue novel approaches and bold projects that contribute to human progress than an economic system wholly subject to the whims of a political majority, rich patrons, or a governing class.
As I developed an appreciation for the start-up culture in Silicon Valley, I also noticed something critical: most who succeeded had good health and a good education. My grandfather may have been from a different era, but his insights stand the test of time. Entrepreneurs I met spoke about their favorite teachers—or a parent, neighbor, or tutor—who encouraged them to develop their talents and passion for computers. Mark Zuckerberg’s parents hired a computer science tutor who came to their house weekly and his dad taught him Atari BASIC computer programming. His parents also sent him to an elite private boarding school, Phillips Exeter Academy. Bill Gates attended a private school in Seattle that provided him and Paul Allen, a cofounder of Microsoft, with access to some of the world’s first computers. Reflecting on the school’s impact, he said, “If there had been no Lakeside, there would have been no Microsoft.”
It takes not just a visionary idea to launch a life-changing venture, but an environment that can foster and support it. My experiences in the Valley over the last two decades have driven this understanding home and underscored the importance of progressive capitalism for the twenty-first century. We should celebrate a free enterprise system that makes room for and invests in new entrants and bold thinkers, but we also need to ensure markets are inclusive, the rewards fairly distributed, and people develop their capabilities to become active participants in the modern economy. As Joseph Stiglitz, a progressive capitalism champion, puts it, “the true source of the wealth of a nation is the creativity and innovation of its people.” The previous three chapters have offered a path toward a more progressive system of capitalism, ensuring that opportunity is more justly distributed. But to create a full vision of progressive capitalism—where everyone has real freedom to develop their goals and excel—we will need to create an ecosystem that ensures health care, education, and a basic support system for all.
EXPANDING OUR FREEDOM
The grand promise of the digital age is the possibility of aligning the aims of political justice with economic growth. Our nation has created unprecedented wealth in recent decades, and now can invest in the development of “substantive freedoms” for every American to foster even greater prosperity over the long term. Amartya Sen coined this phrase, substantive freedom, to mean our capability to lead a life we “have reason to value.” Different people will have different life missions and will value things differently. Sen’s philosophy acknowledges that, and his key point is that each of us should have the freedom to pursue the life we envision. To that end, even if we may have different conceptions of the good life, Sen argues there are some basic capabilities that everyone needs to develop to be able to pursue their ends. Ensuring that someone can develop those basic capabilities is to ensure that they have “substantive freedoms.”
Sen’s thinking echoes Franklin Roosevelt’s famous expansion of the American conception of freedom. As FDR put it, “true individual freedom cannot exist without economic security and independence.” FDR’s Economic Bill of Rights called for the right to medical care, education, adequate food, and a job, and it is a vision for the type of social development necessary to increase the freedom of ordinary Americans.
The frame of enhancing freedom is important. It is mind-boggling to me that progressives have allowed conservatives to appropriate “freedom” as their constant theme. Conservatives claim to stand up for the freedoms of Americans, but their vision is, by their own admission, limited to restricting state action. It’s freedom from excessive government regulations and interference—but it is silent about the most pressing economic and social constraints that Americans face every day. And these too are questions of freedom. Think of the contract worker whose schedule is nonnegotiable and changed at a whim, who has no bargaining power, no health care, no paid time off. Is this freedom?
Progressives have the opportunity to reclaim a more developed concept of freedom, one that reflects the full texture of American life in the digital age. We are for freedom, not just from state overreach, but also freedom to live up to one’s potential.
At present, we often defend our policies by appealing to fairness. While a fundamental principle, it needs to be married to the rallying cry of freedom. We often rail against billionaires becoming exponentially richer while the working class falls behind. Some start to believe we are for redistribution for redistribution’s sake. But that is not true.
The animating spirit behind many progressive policies is the aim of nurturing the freedom of every American to succeed. We want people to have health care so they can be free to pursue their dreams. We want them to have a quality education so they can be free to explore interesting jobs. We want them to be well nourished so they can be free to study and work hard. Grounding our policies as supporting, instead of curtailing, American freedom is not just true to our goals and beliefs, it will help us win over skeptics to our cause.
Our policies are also pro-growth. They will lead to an increase in national economic output. Amartya Sen, who rejects GDP as our north star, observes that public investments in health care and education create a more productive workforce and lead to long-term prosperity. Similarly, Gary Becker, a champion of free markets, observes that in the technology era, a nation’s economic success depends on “how extensively and effectively people invest in themselves.” He said that the fuel for modern economic growth are investments in “schooling, on-the-job training, health, information, and research and development.” In fact, Becker argued that human capital, which is the “knowledge, information, ideas, skills, and health of individuals,” is “over 70 percent of the total capital in the United States.”
Sometimes, people wonder how I graduated with an economics degree from the University of Chicago and taught economics at Stanford, yet advocate for bold, progressive policies. They don’t mean it as a compliment. If I’m looking for a jab, I provoke them further by pointing out that Bernie Sanders is a product of the University of Chicago! But my substantive answer to critics is that they have not carefully studied the work of economists and scholars like Gary Becker, one of the pioneers of Chicago’s school of economics. This is not to imply that Becker, whom I interacted with as an undergraduate, would endorse any of my proposals. But he would certainly recognize nations that cultivate “more educated and healthier populations” grow faster in the digital age.
This book, thus far, has focused on extending high-technology ecosystems with good jobs to communities left behind to foster dignity and economic growth. I devoted outsized attention to the jobs problem because it is one of the most visible causes of contemporary alienation and despair. Sen himself holds that the lack of a good job is an infringement on a person’s substantive freedom. He argues that jobless people face “social exclusion” and do not have choices about how to make a contribution to their family or community. Unemployment, moreover, hurts economic growth “because of a wastage of productive power, since a part of the national output is not realized.” Sen’s focus on employment is echoed by philosopher Martha Nussbaum, who sees “being able to work as a human being” as necessary for a meaningful life.
It would be a mistake, however, to think that good jobs policy is sufficient to overcome the stark barriers to opportunity in our society. Even if we make jobs programs available in places like Jefferson, Iowa, and Clarksdale, Mississippi, we still need an educated and healthy population to take advantage of those opportunities. Sen suggests that every society should deliberate through the democratic process to craft a list of capabilities—what is needed to achieve our life goals. Nussbaum argues that societies can debate the amount of resources to provide for cultivating each capability, but they should guarantee, as essential to promoting dignity, health care, education, nourishment, and a means of generating income.
Influenced by Sen’s and Nussbaum’s work, my argument is that advancing substantive freedoms requires foundational investments. The central aspiration of progressive capitalism is to cultivate the potential of every American. One part of that entails a widely distributed, well-paying job market that allows them to make use of their talents. An equally important part entails developing the capabilities that will allow Americans to do those jobs and pursue their larger life goals. All Americans should have the opportunity to flourish through their participation in our economy, if they seek that, instead of being confined to look for fulfillment outside of it. This chapter fleshes out how we can prepare Americans for the opportunity to thrive in a modern economy.
MEDICARE FOR ALL
If you believe every person has dignity, the absurdity of tying health care to a job quickly becomes self-evident. Most Americans appreciate that a successful career may lead to a larger bank account, a better car, a nicer house, gourmet meals, and luxurious vacations. But what faith tradition or ethical doctrine justifies denying someone care for cancer, diabetes, asthma, or their sick child, simply because of their economic status. Covid-19 exposed the brokenness of our system, as millions of Americans who lost their job at the start of the pandemic had to navigate the worst public health crisis in their lifetime without insurance.
Of course, the shortcomings in our health care system existed prior to the crisis, even in the wealthiest parts of our country. A constituent of mine from San Jose, Sarah Fay Broughton, died of a sinus infection at the age of twenty because she could not afford health care. Her death haunts me. Her job working with special needs children gave her coverage, but her application for Medi-Cal was stalled in the bureaucracy. Sarah knew that seeing a doctor meant expensive medical bills and calls from debt collectors, so she ignored the symptoms until the pain became unbearable. At that point, she went to the emergency room. But like many uninsured patients, she was given painkillers without proper treatment. The infection eventually spread to her brain, at which point it was too late. Sarah would still be alive if she had health care coverage without exorbitant co-pays and premiums.
We have a moral urgency in this country for Medicare for All. Simply put, it would prevent any other American from having a similar fate to Sarah, and make health care possible and easier to manage for everyone. The political right caricatures this vision as “socialized medicine,” but it’s not as if such a system would be a radical experience. Numerous other developed countries have universal coverage, and Sen notes how unusual it is to have ideological opposition to such an arrangement. Typically, the barrier to universal health care in developing nations is that they cannot afford it. But the U.S. “can certainly afford to provide healthcare at quite a high level for all Americans.”
So, what is the problem? Detractors purposefly conflate national insurance with national health care service to scare people. The truth is that under Medicare for All, most hospitals, doctors, nurses, and clinics will remain private, and we will need more of them. Currently the U.S. will need more than one million new nurses in the next few years and 120,000 new doctors in the next decade—many in the private sector. A single payer system will help fill these new jobs, by having clear staffing standards and by redirecting the money currently going to insurance and hospital executives to pay medical personnel. As long as we have adequate reimbursement rates, private sector health care organizations and professionals will thrive. Furthermore, national insurance will also increase choice for patients. Every doctor would be considered in-network. This means patients will not have unexpected co-pays or high deductibles when selecting a medical provider. They can keep their current doctor without ever having to worry about co-pays again, or select someone new without worrying about a bureaucrat denying their claim. They will also have shorter wait times. Studies suggest that a single payer system, like that used in Taiwan, has shorter wait times than in the U.S. because of streamlined administration, less paperwork, and ready access to any doctor.
There are other macroeconomic benefits as well. Universal health care will mean a healthier population, which will increase national economic output. As Sen observes, there is “a strong relationship between health and economic performance… given the centrality of health for better lives and enhancing human capabilities.” Fewer medical liabilities or bankruptcies will also potentially increase consumer spending. Sen points to Japan, South Korea, Taiwan, and Singapore as real-world examples of nations where adopting universal health care facilitated economic growth. There is no doubt that there would be job loss in the insurance industry during any transition. But these employees could work for an expanded Medicare or in other insurance sectors. While Medicare will be administered by civil servants, the program will continue to rely on private sector consultants and partners to bring efficiency and deliver results.
Likewise, when you focus in on the more granular level, a single payer system has positive microeconomic impacts. Firms will not need to pay exorbitant health care premiums and can use that money for wage increases. In fact, Deaton and Case, authors of Deaths of Despair and the Future of Capitalism, have shown that rising health insurance premiums are one of the biggest causes of wage stagnation for blue-collar workers, as expensive premiums eat up labor costs. Employers will also face less pressure to outsource or automate low-wage jobs if they do not have to hand what amounts to a high employment tax over to private insurers. Increased labor mobility is yet another advantage of universal health care. Under the current system, many employees are locked into their jobs because they do not want to lose their health care. In a widely read study, the economist Brigitte Madrian estimated that before the Affordable Care Act, the fear of losing health care made employees 25 percent less mobile in pursuing better opportunities. National health insurance would increase our freedom to pursue the jobs we want and would create, overall, freer labor markets.
Medicare for All is pro-business. Aspiring entrepreneurs will no longer face the pressure of clinging to their day jobs to provide health care for their families. Their start-ups will also not be saddled with burdensome premiums, which can doom early businesses before they generate revenue. Midsize businesses, particularly manufacturers, also will be better off. They will be more competitive with Chinese manufacturers without the albatross of escalating health care costs for their workers. Even CEOs of Fortune 500 companies such as AT&T privately say that up to 30 percent of their payroll goes to health insurance. While they are reluctant to wade into a contentious political debate, they would welcome the government taking care of insurance, so they can focus on their core business.
The digital age only heightens the need for universal health care. My father had the same job for nearly thirty years after finishing graduate school, with good benefits and a steady track for promotion. Employer-sponsored health care worked for him. But today is different. There is seldom a culture of corporate loyalty. At the same time, the lack of national health insurance disincentivizes people from taking jobs the market needs, hampering economic growth. It also leaves many without insurance at crucial transitional periods in their life or burdens them with the administrative hassle and uncertainty of changing plans. In an economy where more people are working as independent contractors and where there will likely be increasing pressure over the next decade to transition into new roles, it makes no sense to cling to an old model of employer-based health care.
What about the nearly 150 million Americans who currently have employer-sponsored private health care plans? Their health care will also improve. According to a Kaiser Family Foundation poll, 53 percent of Americans who have health insurance are worried about bills they may receive when visiting a doctor or hospital and often “cut back on healthcare.” The handful of times people have asked to borrow money from me, it has always been for medical bills. These were families that were already going through the trauma of caring for a child with cancer or the uncertainty of arranging long-term care for an elderly parent; it’s enraging that our nation imposes such acute financial stress on families when they’re already at their most vulnerable.
Misinformation campaigns often suggest that Medicare for All would do away with or reduce one’s choice in private plans, but this is not the case. If someone does not trust that government insurance will be as good as their existing plan, they can purchase supplemental private insurance. Nothing bars them from having private insurance to cover nonduplicative procedures, and many Medicare beneficiaries currently have such policies. For example, if a rich person wants to buy insurance to cover concierge medicine with home visits, a private hospital suite, or foreign travel, they can pay for that. Sen observes that “European examples richly illustrate [that providing universal health care coverage] is compatible with allowing the purchase of extra services for the especially affluent (or those with extra health insurance).” Simply put, under Medicare for All, everyone in our country would have the same opportunity for health care as our seniors.
Of course, even if I am correct that a national health insurance model is preferable for the new economy, skeptics will still ask whether we can afford it. The federal cost will increase as more people enroll in Medicare. Enrollees also will use more medical services because they will not have co-pays or deductibles. Economists express concern about Medicare for All because the utilization rates will go up. Ultimately, it’s a good thing if people receive health care, especially preventive care. It is cheaper to prescribe blood pressure medicine now than treat an emergency stroke or heart attack later. Furthermore, while utilization rates may go up, they won’t increase beyond what people think is necessary. Most people don’t look forward to visiting their doctor or dentist, and this won’t change significantly; this isn’t like frequenting your favorite restaurant. Taiwan’s experience supports this point, as their utilization did not go up substantially when they transitioned to a single payer system.
Contrary to critics’ fears about rising costs, MIT professor Simon Johnson and President Obama’s former director of Medicare and Medicaid Don Berwick believe our overall health care costs would decrease in a single payer system, because the government could bargain with hospitals and drug companies for lower prices. Studies further show that Medicare for All could lower administrative costs by nearly $250 billion a year. In the end, Johnson and Berwick argue that the federal government can provide universal coverage without raising taxes on the middle class. This is well within the realm of possibility, and I discuss potential sources of additional tax revenue and spending cuts in the federal budget later in the chapter. Medicare for All isn’t the pipe dream that critics make it out to be; instead, it’s a realistic and sound proposal to enhance the freedoms of Americans and the dynamism of the modern economy.
UNIVERSAL HIGHER EDUCATION
Ivanka Trump’s Find Something New campaign aimed to help millions of Americans find work at a time when “jobs are changing.” She engaged tech leaders like Tim Cook to deliver the message, and nearly 500,000 people visited the campaign’s website in the first two months. The campaign highlighted jobs that do not require a traditional four-year degree, making the pitch that many jobs now require just an associate’s degree, online credential, or customized training program.
The problem is that when a laid-off worker or job seeker visits the website and looks into receiving relevant training, they learn these programs require tuition and in some cases have tricky prerequisites of their own. Even if job seekers do qualify, the programs often have hefty fees, leaving workers who are already in a precarious financial position with the added burden of incurring more debt for an uncertain outcome. Columnist Michelle Singletary diligently researched the cost of each credential and discovered that one job required an Apple “App Development with Swift 4.2” certificate for $3,750 and another to become an accountant required a “$10,548 for tuition” at Gateway Technical College in Wisconsin. Who is going to pay for that?
We cannot lecture people about finding new jobs without supporting them in acquiring the credentials they need. The reality is that a high school diploma is now insufficient for most blue-collar work, which increasingly involves some level of technical know-how. Despite that shift, our nation has not made a commitment to extending K–12 education to account for modern times. Nor have we made serious efforts to make free college and vocational education a reality. But we need to do just that. By lengthening the years of public education, we prepare our young people to compete in a globally digitized economy.
Bernie Sanders carried my Silicon Valley district in the 2020 presidential primary because his message that free public college and vocational education gives people the freedom to pursue their dreams resonated. His appeal to young people was not complicated—he promised to free them of their health care costs and student loans, offering a concrete and dramatic improvement in their lives. Beltway critics purposely misrepresented Sanders’s policy as free college only for elites. That is untrue. Sanders’s proposal also has free vocational training for the trades and free credentialing. If someone wants to learn Apple’s Swift programming or the basics of electricity and electric codes, they could take courses for free at a public college or university and receive a certificate. The private sector would have an incentive to partner with the public colleges to offer their courses and internships as part of their campus recruiting strategy. Sanders’s proposal would not lead to tuition inflation because public institutions are required to cap increases to qualify for federal funds. Additionally, the plan would ensure that low- and middle-income students have access to grants and low-interest loans to cover the cost of living while in school. This would be coupled with oversight that prevents schools from price gouging with exorbitant student costs.
Some worry that free college would mean that students don’t have “skin in the game.” But schools could, of course, impose a requirement for students to maintain attendance and basic performance to stay enrolled. For that matter, University of California president Michael Drake cleverly dismissed the “skin in the game” argument by pointing to the current norm among affluent students: Drake paid for all his children’s education and they did just fine. Affluent students rarely have to pay their way through school, yet no one questions their motivation.
Other have raised concerns about the unfairness of making public higher education free for the wealthy. But this is political propaganda without much substance. Mike Konczal, a fellow at the Roosevelt Institute, shows only 1.4 percent of the benefits of free college and vocational education would go to the top one percent. Most of their kids go to private universities or to out-of-state public colleges anyway. We do not complain when rich families send their children to public elementary, junior high, or high school—why is higher education different? If anything, it may be good for society if the children of the privileged also attended Ohio State, Michigan, or an HBCU instead of clustering in the Ivies. This is not in any way to knock an elite education, which I benefited from immensely. For a middle-class kid and son of immigrants like me, the chance to study with some of the world’s leading scholars is one of the many reasons I am profoundly grateful to our nation. But we could use more diversity at Ivy League institutions, and having a greater economic mix at public colleges may help mitigate the “old boys” network that exacerbates our class divide.
The cost savings of excluding the rich from free higher education, for that matter, is not high enough to justify the administrative complexity of means testing. If you only provided free college to those making under $100,000 and reduced tuition for those under $150,000, it would cost $500 billion over ten years compared to $600 billion for everyone. For perspective, $10 billion annual savings is less than one percent of our annual federal budget. This price is worth paying to support integration and interaction among different social classes in our colleges. As Paul Krugman further observes, “means-testing college tuition relief doesn’t save much money” considering that almost all Americans need an education, in comparison to poverty assistance or guaranteed income. He argues that universality makes sense because “it makes the program simpler and the base of support stronger.”
If you still have grave concerns about the cost, perhaps it is worth considering this counterfactual to put the cost issue in perspective: we could have provided a free college education or vocational training to every single American over the last decade instead of the $731 billion we have spent in continuing the war in Afghanistan since 2010. Which would have better served us? Which would have done more to promote freedom?
EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION
Nobel Laureate James Heckman has shown that the period from birth until the age of five may be the most critical for the cognitive and emotional development of a child, shaping their quality of life for years to come, including their income, intelligence, physical health, and even mental well-being. His work is an amplification of Adam Smith’s call for investment in human development but a correction in understanding just how early it must start.
Heckman’s revealing scholarship shows that even in a digital age, the highest return of investment is from early childhood education programs rather than high school classes or vocational job training. His research is evidence that quality and comprehensive early childhood development programs dramatically improve long-term life outcomes. An immersive program for children from birth to age three can have a 13 percent annual rate of return for each dollar spent, higher even than the 7–10 percent return for an investment in preschool. The highest return, in fact, is for programs at the prenatal stage, emphasizing maternal health and parental education.
As important as it may be to teach a high schooler to code, it may well be more impactful for their economic outcomes to ensure that we nurture their imagination, ambition, curiosity, emotions, interpersonal skills, and health when they are young. It expands their freedom to pursue many different career options. This is especially valuable in an era when we cannot predict what changes machines or software will bring to the nature of work. Although it should be studied, I would venture to bet that the success of Silicon Valley leaders is more correlated to positive experiences in their early years than a computer science class they happened to take later on.
No agenda for preparing the workforce for the twenty-first-century economy will be complete without a robust commitment to early childhood education. Young children need nutrition, access to doctors and nurses, emotional support, engaged parents who set good examples, challenging activities, and interaction with trained educators who can cultivate both intellectual and practical life skills. We have many siloed federal programs for each of these essential needs, but James Heckman urges us to “coordinate these early childhood resources into a scaffolding of developmental support for disadvantaged children and provide access to all in need.”
In my district, Santa Clara County’s Head Start requires a bachelor’s degree for those providing care and instruction, and it provides a robust nutrition program, conducts home visits to coach parents, remains open five days a week, and facilitates access to medical professionals and dentists. Although not perfect, the program has most of the features Heckman recommends. The problem is that the cutoff income for a family of four is about $26,000. The program can increase to 130 percent of the poverty line, which means they can accept households of four with an income up to about $34,000. But this still leaves out most working-class families in my area. Even more shocking is only 2 percent of children eligible in Santa Clara for early Head Start and only 27 percent of children eligible for Head Start preschool can secure a place.
The explanation for these abysmal statistics is our nation’s cruel underinvestment in early childhood education. We spend a total of $10 billion on Early Head Start and Head Start combined: less than 1 percent of the Pentagon budget. Congress has failed to act on Heckman’s findings so far, though Senator Warren’s child care plan, described in the previous chapter, would make major progress. It is, in essence, a call for expanded and improved Head Start. Her plan would build high-quality centers with wraparound services not just for the poor, but also for the working class and those in the middle class barely scraping by. It calls for a sevenfold increase over our current Head Start spending and provides wide-ranging development resources for every child in America whose parents face economic stress. Those who dismiss her proposal as “far left” should study Heckman’s work more carefully. When I talked to Heckman, he did caution that these programs cannot be stretched too thin and must offer highly specialized attention on each child to be helpful complements to the role of the family. The state grants in President Biden’s infrastructure plan for universal preschool should be targeted to scale programs with comprehensive approaches such as Head Start and with high-quality standards.
In addition to federal programs, tech companies can help create public-private partnerships for high-quality child development centers. Lively debates ensue whenever big tech moves into town. We saw this with Amazon’s HQ2 announcement in New York, or with Google’s proposed office park for twenty thousand employees in San Jose. In the case of the latter, San Jose officials wanted the new revenue and jobs, on the one hand. But a vocal group of longtime residents opposed the move, fearing an increase in cost of living, rents, traffic, and further gentrification. They preferred that the land be used primarily for affordable housing. The San Jose Council eventually approved the arrangement by making a compromise with Google, stipulating that the company commit to a community benefit fund for housing and education. What could go a long way is if Google, through this fund, makes a significant investment in expanding early childhood education. Such a model is already in place at Educare California in Silicon Valley, a 34,000-square-foot facility with sixteen high-tech classrooms and a public-private partnership for early learning and teacher training. When technology companies use their wealth to invest in disadvantaged children in their own community, we see concrete applications of what progressive capitalism can look like in action at a local level.
PUBLIC EXPENSE FOR K–12
Despite my focus on early childhood and post-secondary education, it would be a mistake to ignore the importance of K–12 education. This book cannot do justice to such a large topic, so my main purpose is to highlight just how limited our federal investment in education is. Currently, we spend about 5 percent of our entire discretionary federal budget on education compared to over 50 percent on defense. More than 90 percent of K–12 education is still funded by state and local governments, even when we know that the development of human capital is the most critical factor for our nation’s long-term competitiveness.
To that end, there are a few areas where increasing federal investment in K–12 education will yield significant returns. A place to start is for our federal government to fund special needs education. Many school superintendents and school board members tell me that they cannot afford new technology or new training because of the resources required for special needs students. When Congress passed the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), they committed to funding 40 percent, leaving the rest to state and local governments. Today, federal funding covers about 15 percent of these costs. According to Senator Warren’s estimates, fulfilling our promise costs approximately an additional $20 billion a year. Not only will it ensure all students, no matter what their talents are, receive the instruction they need, but it will also allow school districts to invest in art, music, sports, and computer classes.
Second, we should guarantee all teachers make at least $60,000, a reasonable wage for people who often have a graduate degree and are on the front lines of the knowledge economy. The current average salary for teachers is only $39,000—which is below the median national income. If the federal government commits to matching $10,000 of salary for every school district that raises teacher salaries to a $60,000 floor, then we can achieve that level for our 3.2 million teachers by investing less than $30 billion.
Finally, we must invest in school infrastructure and staff. The pandemic taught us how much we still need physical schools for our children to thrive. I have honestly yet to meet a parent who believes that remote learning was a success for their children. What we came to appreciate is that many schools need more resources not only to upgrade their classrooms, hire key personnel, and implement training programs, but also for basic technology needed to prepare students for the digital world. While running for president, Biden called for tripling Title I funds to $45 billion and spending $100 billion on modernizing America’s schools. He delivered. The American Rescue Plan includes $123 billion for K–12 schools, which is “the largest-ever one-time federal investment in K–12 education” in our history.
ADEQUATE NUTRITION
Some days I spend less than 45 seconds on DoorDash or Caviar to order meals. No visit to a grocery store, no effort to rinse or peel produce, no need to cook. I do not even have to drive to pick up takeout. I simply scroll for a spicy dish and a favorite dessert, and with a few clicks it’s on my doorstep within a half hour. Think of all the human innovation that went into making it so effortless to provide for one of our most basic needs. Yet it is bewildering that a society that can deploy technology to meet my any dietary whim, suffers from a hunger problem where 42 million Americans, including 13 million children, may go hungry. Those of us who are delivery app regulars seldom think about the young children who go to school hungry or make sure to grab an extra apple to take home for their siblings. I once visited an elementary classroom in the heart of Silicon Valley where a young boy’s classmates would fill up his backpack at the end of each day with healthy snacks. I was struck by how aware children are of basic human needs and by how indifferent we are that we lack their capacity for empathetic action.
Social entrepreneurs are using technology to make empathy a more significant part of our digital identity. ShareTheMeal is a United Nations World Food Program app that allows you to buy a meal for a disadvantaged child around the world in a matter of seconds. It is as seamless as DoorDash and accepts Apple Pay. Although the app focuses on developing nations, there is no reason someone cannot develop a U.S. equivalent. Existing platforms like Uber and Lyft are experimenting with this in the U.S. Lyft allows you to round up each ride and donate that to charity. Uber has options to donate to a fund for Uber drivers paying for school or to support the International Rescue Committee. While such programs are limited right now, technology companies can take the lead in building platforms that encourage us to take a few seconds out of our busy lives to donate, volunteer, or advocate for causes that help the least well off in our own communities or the larger nation and world.
Of course, we cannot rely on charity to ensure that all Americans have adequate nutrition. The buck stops with our government to make sure families, particularly children, have access to healthy food. An expanded government role to do so expands the freedom of millions to lead healthy and productive lives. We know that children lacking food have difficulty in school, exhibit behavioral problems, face anxiety and depression, and develop lifelong health impediments—all significant costs to society. Studies, moreover, show that poor nutrition in adults hurts worker productivity.
Fortunately, there is consensus around the policies needed to reduce hunger in America. First, we should put more money in the pockets of families that struggle to afford food. We can do this by expanding the EITC and increasing the refundable child tax credit for families with kids. We should also provide universal school meals, so that every child has food at school, and no one feels stigmatized for eating what their school subsidizes. Senator Bernie Sanders and Representative Ilhan Omar proposed legislation to do that at the cost of an aircraft carrier. Finally, we should increase the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) allowance for families, which currently is about $250 a month for groceries. President Biden’s American Rescue Plan increased the benefit by 15 percent until September of 2021. We should make that increase permanent; it would cost a little over $10 billion more per year and give millions of families more food security and opportunities to buy healthy food.
There is nothing inconsistent about cheering for start-ups to succeed, celebrating hard work, and valuing innovation while also believing our government has a responsibility to ensure no one goes hungry. The favorite buzzword these days for right-wing pundits seeking to delegitimize any public expenditure (except the Pentagon budget) is to call it “socialism.” But preventing hunger is a far cry from socialism; in fact, it is more consistent with Adam Smith’s vision of capitalism, on whose work Sen builds, which calls on the government to provide basic necessities to support freedom and promote social cohesion.
TRANSITIONAL INCOME
Every person needs an income for a dignified life. It is not just tone deaf to talk about tech training and opportunities for those who can’t afford basic needs, it leaps past the interventions that are needed for their success.
Think back to Ivanka Trump’s Find Something New campaign. It ignores the biggest obstacle that stands in the way of people acquiring new skills or looking for or starting new jobs. Not everyone looking to start a new job will have the good fortune of being lent millions of dollars by their father, as was the case for Donald Trump. Most people have families to feed, or rent to pay, or student loans. Many have no choice but to drive Uber, deliver Amazon packages, or work at Starbucks, just to get by. They cannot go months without income, preparing for a new career.
If we truly want working- and middle-class Americans to have the freedom to “find something new,” at a minimum, our nation should make funds available to support that transition. Currently, as Gene Sperling has observed, the only federal program providing income to those who lose their job is Trade Adjustment Assistance (TAA), which continues support after a person’s unemployment benefits expire. But according to his calculations, this serves less than 5 percent of those typically out of work given its focus on trade dislocation.
Sperling calls for a more accessible “UBI to Rise,” which is a basic income for a finite period for Americans pursuing a new career. This would help middle-aged workers who are laid off, as well as young people in their twenties who take a chance by enrolling in an apprenticeship program or coding boot camp. We can have guardrails on this program to limit it based on net worth and household income, while also preventing abusive, repeat uses within a short time frame. This type of program would appeal to working-class Americans who often fear that government subsidies only go to the corporate elite or to the poor and overlook them. It would provide everyone with the safety net to take some risk. You may ask why “UBI to Rise” should be means-tested but not college for all. The honest answer is a truly universal basic income would cost a fortune, whereas providing college for all will not break the bank given the low number of wealthy students attending in-state public colleges. As Banerjee and Duflo show, a universal income of $1,000 a month would cost nearly $4 trillion in the U.S.—almost the size of our current federal budget! Well-off Americans are also more likely to be able to ride out a transitional period of no income to make an investment in their future.
Many of us who succeeded in our careers conveniently forget about our own safety nets. I remember when I quit my law firm job to work at the Democratic National Committee for a $1,000-per-month salary in 2004. That opportunity ended up being my break into politics as my work caught the attention of Nancy Pelosi. I knew in the back of my mind that I could borrow some money from my parents to pay the rent if I absolutely needed their help. I also had credentials to fall back on, so I would be able to pay off accumulating credit card debt. We cannot replicate the same privileges for everyone, but we can give people a threshold level of support at critical junctures in their lives, so they can seize promising opportunities instead of letting them pass by.
This is all the more important in a digital age. Tech companies serious about helping create new career pathways for those left behind should pay for training. We saw with the Interapt story in Paintsville, Kentucky, and the Accenture example in Jefferson, Iowa, that successful programs provide a stipend during an apprenticeship. For decades, Americans have witnessed too many job-training programs that do not lead to employment or coding boot camps that charge exorbitant fees but do not significantly improve job prospects. Tech can go a long way to build trust with communities skeptical of the changing economy if they deliver even a limited number of actual jobs, and help deliver the training needed to fill them, instead of lecturing from afar about the need to acquire new skills.
THE LEAST WELL OFF
Not everything is about preparing people for the jobs of the future. In an age when a lucky few can earn unprecedented wealth on the technology revolution, while others are pushed to the street by soaring rents, we have a moral responsibility to support the most vulnerable. We can afford to do more for the disabled, those with mental health conditions, and the elderly poor. Currently, those who are temporarily unable to work receive about $1,200 a month in Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI), which is almost impossible to survive on anywhere in the country. This starvation wage can lead to depression and stress and make it harder to find any opportunities in the workforce. We should bump that by 50 percent to $1,800, at a cost of an extra $5 billion. We also need an increase in the Supplemental Security Income (SSI) for those who are unable to work on a permanent basis. Recipients receive about $783 a month, but this is again not enough to help many of them meet their needs. At the very least, we should bring the support up to $1,063 a month—the federal poverty line for a single adult.
One of our biggest challenges to break the cycle of poverty is helping children in low-wealth families. Many antipoverty advocates call for a child allowance that would be directly deposited each month. President Biden championed on the campaign trail $300 a month for children five and under and $250 for each child between six and seventeen. This is nearly a $100 billion annual investment to ensure disadvantaged children have food, clothing, and school supplies to have a shot at life. One of the historic achievements of this Congress, under President Biden’s leadership, was passing this child allowance as part of the 2021 American Rescue Plan. We now need to make it permanent.
The sad truth is our nation struggles to build political support for government programs that provide benefits to those in need. Many Americans simply do not like the idea of giving away things for free. Arlie Hochschild’s scholarship has shown that working-class Americans often feel that our government cares about the rich, and it cares about the poor, but it forgets the working class. Most are not looking for a government check, they just want better opportunities; and they resent that their hard-earned tax dollars go to those not working while their own wages stagnate.
Still, nearly half of Americans support increasing government assistance to the needy. Perhaps if we put forth a robust agenda to create good jobs, skeptics may be more supportive of universal programs for health care, education, and nutrition that are needed to prepare for them. Even then, it will remain a challenge to build the overwhelming public support necessary to focus programs on low-income Americans.
The most promising approach might be an appeal to faith traditions, as Reverend William Barber’s Poor People’s Campaign is heroically doing. By organizing around the Christian Scriptures, he reminds Americans that “Jesus said that nations would be judged for how we treat the poor, the sick, the stranger, the immigrants and the least of these.” If we take seriously the aspiration of ordinary Americans for stability and pride in the modern economy, and embrace faith-based and community organizing, we stand the best chance of implementing social policies consistent with the principles of distributive justice.
A final observation is that Americans historically have been most supportive of providing financial assistance during times of national crisis. One of my most popular proposals was, along with Ohio representative Tim Ryan, for $2,000 monthly stimulus checks for couples making under about $260,000 or individuals under $130,000 during the Covid-19 crisis. In the case of Covid, government agencies shuttered small businesses and prevented employees from working to stop the spread of the disease. Low- and middle-income families, therefore, had a reasonable expectation that the government should provide some source of income. And our government came through with checks. One hopes that the personal experiences of economic hardship that millions of Americans have had to face during this pandemic may make our nation more empathetic to help those Americans who have grappled with constant financial crisis in their everyday lives, even since well before the pandemic.
PAYING FOR IT
By this point, I imagine some readers have taken out their calculator to tally up the total costs of all of the programs I recommend. It’s a fair question to ask how we will afford these investments without risking large structural deficits that could eventually lead to inflation and higher interest rates. But we should begin by examining what we are choosing to spend money on right now. We would go a long way in affording many of these new or expanded programs if we reversed most of the $1.6 trillion Trump tax cut that went to the wealthy and to large corporations. We could also save over $100 billion a year from our defense budget if we simply cut the overseas war contingency fund as well as the funds to modernize ICBM missiles. Even with these cuts, the defense budget would still be left significantly higher than it was when President Obama left office. More broadly, we can commit to stopping our endless wars overseas, recognizing that the Iraq and Afghanistan wars combined have cost us over $5 trillion since 2001. If that money could instead have been spent on jobs, health care, and education for the American people, we would have changed the very culture of opportunity in this country.
We can also do more to increase tax revenue from the wealthy to fund broad-based programs. The U.S. is a low-tax nation compared to our peer Western democracies. MIT economist Jon Gruber shared with me that, at around 24 percent of GDP, our tax burden is lower than any European country other than Ireland, which is an outlier given that it acts as a corporate tax haven for multinational corporations. Even if we raised our tax burden by a few percent of GDP (about $600 billion more of revenue a year), we still would be at the bottom of OECD (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development) countries.
The low-hanging fruit is to go after tax cheaters. I worked with Dr. Natasha Sarin and former treasury secretary Larry Summers on a bill that would staff up enforcement professionals and IT systems at the IRS to audit the wealthiest Americans and corporations. What is unjustifiable is that the IRS is currently auditing lower-income, working Americans more aggressively than the most affluent. Sarin and Summers estimate that the wealthiest 1 percent and richest corporations are responsible for 70 percent of the gap between taxes owed and taxes paid. They believe that we could raise a staggering $1.15 trillion over the next decade if we stopped their cheating.
We can, moreover, increase taxes on corporations and the wealthy who most days wake up richer simply through their passive investments in the stock market. It is outrageous that many of the richest corporations, led by tech companies like Amazon, take so many deductions that they avoid paying anything close to even the reduced 21 percent corporate tax that Trump established. These special tax breaks need to be eliminated by instituting a minimum tax on corporate profits as President Biden has proposed. In addition, most corporations would prefer to pay a reasonable health care tax to fund national health insurance rather than paying escalating premiums to private insurance companies. Eliminating preferential tax policy for real estate and private equity, while taxing financial transactions on stock trades, would also raise significant revenue. As far as wealthy investors are concerned, those with portfolios that make more than a $1 million a year should pay ordinary income rates so they are not paying a lower rate than nurses, police officers, factory workers, and teachers. President Biden supports such tax reform, which better recognizes the dignity of work, as does Warren Buffett, who is one of the proudest and most successful capitalists of our time. Similarly, we should eliminate the step-up in basis, which allows heirs to not pay capital gains tax on the accumulated appreciation of an estate that they inherit. We can do all this while capping the aggregate federal, state, and local tax on entrepreneurs so we still incentivize job creation and innovation.
All of these measures amount to one all-important truth: there is no need to raise taxes on the already burdened middle class or working class. We are all in this together. That means we need the affluent to pay more considering the economic sacrifices that students, blue-collar workers, and even ordinary professionals have already made. We can fund the programs I’ve mentioned thus far—we can afford a progressive capitalist agenda—without adding to the strain of those treading water to realize the American Dream. Instead, we can find the funding we need by cutting back on our overseas military forays, raising taxes on corporations and the ultrarich who have reaped the lion’s share of the rewards of digitization and globalization, and then actually making sure we collect them.
OPPORTUNITY FOR ALL
The Social Progress Index ranks nations across various metrics of well-being to look at criteria beyond GDP growth. It’s an approach that is consistent with Sen and Nussbaum’s capabilities theory and offers an important perspective on where our country stands and where it can go. Nicholas Kristof, a New York Times columnist, recently observed that the U.S. ranks 97th when it comes to access to quality health care and 91st for access to quality education. He also cites research showing that the U.S. has less economic mobility than Canada or Europe. These are eye-opening metrics.
A vision for progressive capitalism aspires to do better. We can celebrate the unique flexibility of labor markets in the U.S. and our boldness in taking risks and starting new companies, while catching up to the rest of the developed world in making sure all of our citizens have a fair chance to succeed.
There is, of course, an important role for the family and for civic, charitable, private sector, and religious institutions to support this goal. Our government should have humility about its limitations in shaping our lives. In an important paper looking at policies in Denmark, economists James Heckman and Rasmus Landersø show that even with generous welfare benefits and significant redistribution, the most important determinant of a child’s success remains his parents’ education, wealth, and direct engagement. Government can never truly equalize opportunity to make up for the luck of birth. But what it can do is provide families, including nontraditional ones, with guaranteed health care, parenting classes, high-quality education options, nutritious food, and access to jobs—empowering them to act on their love and dreams for their children. For those who do not have supportive families, the buck stops with the government to provide what is needed for basic opportunity in modern society.
When I think of my father-in-law’s remarkable success, I am struck by how much his parents, grandparents, and entire extended family believed in him and supported him before he ever stepped foot in America. He was the center of his family’s attention and aspirations from the day he was born. Monte Ahuja arrived at the Ohio State University with just $8 in his pocket after a long trip from India. During his first job, he took MBA night classes at Cleveland State University. As one of the few Indian Americans in Ohio in the 1970s, he started an auto transmission business that succeeded beyond his wildest dreams. He and his wife made enough money to provide for his family for generations to come, and to give back to his community by donating to hospitals, schools, and universities throughout Cleveland. They have made a significant contribution to the city they love and to our nation. I admire their journey.
I also believe that those who have achieved extraordinary success, like my in-laws, should pay higher taxes to expand the circle of Americans who can have the chance they did to make a mark. Doing so will not cripple capitalism or stunt American growth. My in-laws have led great American lives, but they are the products of incredibly supportive families and received an excellent education at institutions supported by our tax dollars. While we cannot replicate their advantages simply through governmental policy, we can make it easier for other Americans to obtain some of the basic ingredients that paved the way for their rise. I want their story to be possible in places our country has written off and for people we have abandoned for too long.
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INTERNET BILL OF RIGHTS
“Congressman, iPhone is made by a different company,” said Sundar Pichai, Alphabet’s CEO, with mild amusement. He was at a congressional hearing in 2018, and a lawmaker regulating his industry could not distinguish an Apple product from a Google one. When another congressman pressed him as to whether Google could track his location on an iPhone, Pichai replied, “not by default.” But the congressman then failed to follow up with Pichai on the central issues: what are the default settings that Google uses, does it always require opt-in consent for every service on every device whenever data is collected, and does it use cookies to track user information? Instead, he changed the subject and incorrectly accused Pichai of making “$100 million a year.” The hearings with Mark Zuckerberg earlier that same year were not much better. When asked how Facebook makes money if their product is free, Zuckerberg explained: “Senator, we run ads.” The technological illiteracy of Congress is one notable reason why we still lack a comprehensive federal data privacy law or well-crafted antitrust regulations. Lawmakers have not done enough homework to hold tech companies accountable and engender public confidence that they should be trusted to write the rules for a digital age. The dirty secret in Silicon Valley is that Congress will hold a hearing every few months, yell at a CEO or accuse them of theft to launch a viral clip, maybe even publish a blistering report—but then nothing changes and nothing happens.
The book so far has focused on expanding economic opportunity for people and places left out in a digital age. If we seek to spread the footprint of the digital economy to support communities and facilitate interconnections, then protecting our rights on digital platforms becomes even more important. Otherwise, we risk further commodifying Americans and increasing big tech’s power. The goal of the second half of this book is to understand how we can protect our autonomy and encourage deliberation online, thereby tackling the vitriol, abuse, and sensationalism dominant in cyberspace and seeking to affirm our dignity as citizens.
The recent “techlash” should not come as a surprise to any student of history. A rush of enthusiasm for a new innovation is often followed by sharp criticism. Most famously, Erasmus, after initially championing the printing press and using it to write many popular books, turned into a major critic. He became concerned printers only cared about profits and filled “the world with pamphlets and books that are foolish, ignorant, malignant, libelous, mad, impious and subversive; and such is the flood that even things that might have done some good lose all their goodness.” Today, few would seriously argue the world would be better off without the printing press. But it is not a linear story. It is one of humanity’s greatest accomplishments that over the course of decades we successfully built liberal democracies to prevent violence resulting from reactions to written works. We know now there is no turning back from a digital world. Instead, we must put in the work to make it ethical and equitable.
There is a fundamental difference between digital technology and previous advances in human communication like the printing press, radio, or television. Digital technology does not simply proliferate speech but also extracts data from the speaker and listener. This difference explains why we need formalized protection of our rights in cyberspace.
Every time we participate in an online platform, we share detailed information about ourselves that is used by others to influence our thoughts and behavior. In the physical world, we of course share personal information with neighbors, colleagues, or even businesses. Sharing basic information is necessary for most human interactions, but no one who steps into a store to buy a coffee is asked to share thousands of data points about every aspect of their life. The problem is that the internet enables a different magnitude of data gathering, which facilitates the construction of full user profiles that follow us wherever we go. In addition to the data we enter directly on their platforms, Facebook, Twitter, and Google use cookies to “track users across the internet” and “collect data about what web pages people visited and what they have done there.” Businesses and politicians, in turn, benefit from this data when they target their message on these platforms based on sophisticated modeling of consumer or political preferences. But there are huge potential costs and dangers to such powerful tools. At its most extreme, China has used tech surveillance to imprison Uighurs just for using WhatsApp and is relying on biodata to harvest their organs. As Apple CEO Tim Cook put it in his Stanford commencement address:
If we accept as normal and unavoidable that everything in our lives can be aggregated, sold, or even leaked in the event of a hack, then we lose so much more than data. We lose the freedom to be human. Think about what’s at stake. Everything you write, everything you say, every topic of curiosity, every stray thought, every impulsive purchase, every moment of frustration or weakness, every gripe or complaint, every secret shared in confidence.
Drawing on Cook’s profound words, Professor Evelyn Aswad shows in her piece “Losing the Freedom to Be Human” why the collection and use of data for targeted advertising or recommending content poses a threat to our dignity. She explains that users of these digital platforms may not act with true autonomy. The platforms deliberately push content that manipulates users into taking actions to maximize their time online. We live in the attention economy, where more “eyeballs” and time spent online means more advertising revenue. Aswad cites internal discussions within Facebook that revealed “64% of all extremist group joins are due to our recommendation tools… Our recommendation systems grow the problem.” The QAnon conspiracy theory, which maintains that Trump fought against a cabal of Hollywood and liberal elites overseeing child sex trafficking, initially gained traction largely through Facebook from 2017 until the site banned it in 2020. During those three years, QAnon groups developed millions of followers as Facebook’s algorithm encouraged people to join them based on their profiles. Twitter also recommended QAnon tweets, which regularly appeared in their trending news section; and QAnon also thrived on YouTube, where it was actively recommended until 2019 when it was demoted.
Roger McNamee, an original investor in Facebook turned critic, shares Aswad’s concern that social media’s recommendation engines spread conspiracy theories, misinformation, and extremism online. He refers to the problem as algorithmic amplification: social media companies extract data from users and then feed them advertisements, organic posts, and recommendations that trigger intense reactions and keep them active on the platform. It is as if a nutritionist were recommending ice cream to a diabetic, knowing their weakness for sugar, just to keep the client coming back. Because of the advocacy from people like Aswad and McNamee, Facebook decided to temporarily stop recommending political groups to U.S. users in the lead-up to the 2020 election. It took the January 6 Capitol attack for the company to make this a permanent policy, and soon after it applied the policy globally. But the larger problem remains—Facebook and the other large internet platforms still push sensational and divisive content to susceptible users based on their profiles. Every one of us who uses these apps is subject to subtle manipulation in the content we see, and our data, moreover, can be used to further ends that are contrary to our own ideals.
THE INTERNET BILL OF RIGHTS
Concerned about the dangers tech poses for democracy, Speaker Nancy Pelosi asked me to draft an Internet Bill of Rights to safeguard the privacy and autonomy of the American people online. I reached out to Sir Tim Berners-Lee, the founder of the World Wide Web, to collaborate on the project. In consultation with experts, Tim and I proposed ten principles we hope will be the basis of federal privacy legislation. These principles would apply to both government agencies and private sector corporations, but as UCLA professor Ramesh Srinivasan shared with me, we could provide a safe harbor for start-ups so they are not overburdened at existential stages with regulatory compliance.
Each of the ten principles of the Internet Bill of Rights is described in the sections that follow. When all ten come together, they’ll establish a baseline of online protections for Americans consistent with our democratic values. These principles don’t seek to put tech companies out of business. The most invasive parts of their business models must change, but our framework is consistent with their own mission statements of encouraging the free exchange of ideas among a community of equals.
1. OPT-IN CONSENT
If there is one law that would improve the online experience, it is to require that users affirmatively consent before their data can be collected, transferred, or used. This would reduce the unwanted targeting of individuals and the improper use of their data to pry into their personal lives. Most people have no idea how to opt out of data collection. As of December 2020, you could go to the privacy and security settings on your Google Chrome browser to rejigger the settings, but let’s be real, almost no one knows where all of these complex functions are. In early 2021, Facebook sent a notification to its users asking if they want data that is collected by third parties to be used to personalize ads they see. This notification, however, does not require consent for the use of data that users directly input into Facebook. Twitter allows for broader restrictions on what the company can do with your data; for instance, users can disable all data gathering after reading a warning that it may make the tweets they see less relevant. But, again, the process is hard to navigate, even for someone like myself who represents Silicon Valley in Congress.
We need to reverse the default setting. Users should not be burdened with protecting their data; rather platforms should obtain consent before collecting, transferring or using it. This does not mean bombarding users with pop-up screens counting on them to summarily consent to avoid the nuisance. Instead, every tech platform should have a data policy section in plain and simple language on their home page. The section should outline the different categories of data and different potential uses, so that users can decide up front what is appropriate for them. A user could make it clear, for example, that they do not want any of the data they enter to be used for advertising, political recommendation functions, or as part of a site’s algorithm or sold to data brokers.
Regulations should also restrict the possibility of making access to products and services conditional on opting in, as law professor Daniel Solove warns may happen. And they should limit the number of items a consumer can consent to in one click while requiring a clear explanation to consumers about the choices they can make about key areas of data use with different options. All of this should also be accompanied with a comprehensive national digital literacy education campaign for users, which I discuss in the next chapter. Users must know exactly what they consent to.
Many of us would consent to certain uses of our data. Someone might consent to allow their credit card information to be shared with a third-party merchant, their email address or name to be used for notifications, or their location to be used for mapping services. Many may even welcome a limited number of targeted ads, preferring to see ads for television shows that they are interested in as opposed to children’s toys. It should be more than a binary choice though. For example, users may be fine with targeted ads for pizza joints or dry cleaners based on their geography while restricting the use of dietary or professional group affiliations in targeted advertising. When it comes to the use of race, gender, religion, or proxy affiliations, those should be strictly prohibited by law. On the other hand, geotargeted ads have been a lifeline for many local businesses that cannot afford television or radio rates and seek to reach consumers online; and they’re a useful method of online advertising that can work just as well without requiring a mountain of other connected data points.
Users under an opt-in policy deserve more choice over the type of algorithm a company uses to organize their data. If users want, they should be given some ability to either customize algorithms or choose from a number of options. As an example, they could choose whether they only want stories that match their ideological perspective or whether they want alternative perspectives. In the next chapter, I discuss how platforms can offer choices that improve public discourse. Empowering users also may mean that someone suffering from an eating disorder can decide to block images and advertisements that are not body positive. The decentralization of social media algorithms is already a work in progress at Twitter. Jack Dorsey wants users to have more options over what and how they see content by providing them an “app-store-like view of ranking algorithms” where they can select which ones they interact with. This can potentially increase users’ trust in social media and online discourse.
As business models adapt, there is a real risk that low-income users would feel pressured to submit to broad uses of their data given their inability to afford fees. In fact, many Americans may conclude that they are perfectly fine giving up their privacy if they do not have to pay for online services. A solution is to regulate social media platforms so they cannot charge users to participate in a digital forum, requiring any potential service fee be passed on to institutional content generators, such as businesses and political campaigns. Sites could, furthermore, still make money through nontargeted and limited-targeted advertising. More broadly, companies should be barred from discriminating against users who choose not to provide data.
One final consideration is that social media companies can construct profiles about us based on data from millions of similar users even without our personal data. In a brilliant paper, economists Dirk Bergemann, Alessandro Bonatti, and Tan Gan concluded that internet companies are able to infer our preferences and behaviors by collecting data from other people who share “similar characteristics or behaviors.” This is what they call a “data externality” that an opt-in consent framework cannot solve. Essentially, the ability of tech companies to construct predictive models means that individual consent cannot eliminate societal privacy issues. At a minimum, therefore, consent should be required not just for the use of our own data, but also for any targeted advertising that is directed at us.
The European Union experience with their General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR), which requires consent, provides important lessons for American policymakers as we finally tackle the issue of data collection. First of all, enforcement matters. Many of the member states in Europe, such as Ireland, where most big tech companies have their European headquarters, have been reluctant to go after companies whose brands remain popular with their consumers for noncompliance. They sometimes impose modest fines that are hardly a nuisance for companies with trillion-dollar market caps. In fact, tech companies like Google have increased their market share in Europe post-GDPR, as they have more compliance resources than smaller competitors. Most concerning, the big tech companies were successful in implementing designs to nudge users into clicking a box to give their consent. Regulators must be aware of these dark pattern techniques and require third parties to design consent forms which have neutral default options. Enforcement agencies need the counsel of those who have been immersed in the tech industry to understand trade-offs and counter sophisticated manipulation online. Otherwise, tech companies will simply run circles around them. If anything, the FTC and FCC should recruit techies who are willing to serve, even for a few years, into new technology divisions dedicated to safeguarding digital rights. The motto in Brussels is that “America leads in innovation. We will lead in regulation.” But that does not work when successful regulation requires cutting-edge, technical expertise that the EU has candidly been lacking. That is why America, home to the software engineers who are designing these platforms, must lead in creating policies for enforceable guardrails in a digital world we largely created.
In the absence of a U.S. legislative framework, both Apple and Google have made progress on their own. Both banned the use of X-Mode, a tracking software that allowed apps to use their platform, cannot collect and sell users’ location data. Apple took additional, constructive steps to build privacy safeguards into its latest iOS 14 operating system on the iPhone. They require any app to get user permission before tracking their data on third-party websites. The Apple privacy guidelines, however, were delayed until 2021 because of implementation challenges, and this shift is just another small example of the root problem. Our privacy should not hinge on the design choice and timeline of software developers or company executives.
2. KNOWLEDGE OF DATA USE
Most consumers do not know what internet platforms do with their data. This was the central problem at the heart of the Cambridge Analytica scandal. The scandal was not complicated. Millions of Facebook users who were friends of those using the Cambridge Analytica third-party app had no idea their data was collected. They were further unaware that Cambridge Analytica then used their data to build models to help the Donald Trump and Ted Cruz campaigns and to advance the Leave.EU campaign supporting Brexit.
Facebook knew that Cambridge Analytica exploited user data well before November of 2016, but never revealed this. Instead, it confronted Cambridge Analytica privately and was falsely assured the data was deleted. If users had the right to inquire about their own data, the scandal could have been prevented or, at least, mitigated. Many different journalists and nonprofits would have submitted information requests, and the magnitude of Cambridge Analytica’s data acquisition would likely have become public before the 2016 election. Citizens would have been aware of potential manipulation before casting their votes.
The right to know what is happening with our data is not only fundamental to preempting such shadowy campaigns, but also would lead to more transparency regarding algorithms. As Professor Aswad told me, we should have a right to know what a company’s algorithms are “optimizing for,” what the variables are in that process, and how they evolve. This does not mean a company needs to disclose every new iteration of their algorithm, which is updated almost daily. Digital platforms also would not have to reveal proprietary information. The point is simply that consumers deserve to have a basic understanding of how content is sorted and filtered for them. This includes understanding why certain content is downranked and why other content appears on the top of feeds.
Why should we impose this disclosure burden on digital platforms when we do not ask The New York Times to explain their decision to “accept or reject a letter to the editor,” asks Stanford professor Daphne Keller, or about their placement of a story? One answer is that newspaper readers can easily look up who sits on the editorial boards of newspapers and can even direct letters to them, while social media users have no idea who creates the algorithms determining what will be at the top of their newsfeed. More fundamentally, they deserve to know because it is users’ own data that is being funneled into these algorithms.
3. DELETING PERSONAL DATA AND ABUSIVE CONTENT
Every person should have the right to delete their personal data from digital platforms and businesses’ databases. California’s recent privacy law gives consumers the right to delete photographs, email and physical addresses, phone numbers, interests, and preferences. Consumers can ask companies to delete any personal information they provided. There are limited exceptions, for instance, if a business needs the data to complete a transaction or comply with a legal order.
The EU in the GDPR goes much further than a right to delete personal information and gives its residents a right to be forgotten. In other words, Europe allows residents to petition search engines like Google to remove information that others may have posted, if it is about their past and not in the public interest. For example, if someone committed a crime in their youth, they may petition a search engine not to link to articles about that incident, arguing that the embarrassing incident is no longer relevant to who they are today. The problem is that individuals’ motives for removing past information may not always be innocent. Perpetrators of crimes, including those who violate human rights, may have a perverse interest in forgetting the past to escape accountability.
In the American context, a right to be forgotten likely runs afoul of our First Amendment. This would be particularly relevant, for instance, if politicians or celebrities were to hire reputation management firms to cull the web of anything unfavorable from their past. Their efforts would run up against those websites’ First Amendment rights to post such information, especially when relevant for public figures.
There are limited circumstances, however, where abusive content should be deleted. When it comes to cyber-harassment and cyberstalking, individuals need a remedy. Professor Danielle Citron’s work in this area has helped bring needed reform to an unregulated internet. Her scholarship in Hate Crimes in Cyberspace shows the devastating impact that online abuse has on its victims. The rampant racism and misogyny online include fake accounts pretending to be Black women who put out content to perpetuate the ugliest stereotypes. Citron argues that we need stronger criminal laws to protect women and vulnerable populations online. We also need tech companies to delete abusive content expeditiously. Today, thanks in part to Citron’s influence on the public debate, Google Search allows users to request the deletion of nonconsensual nude images, “doxxing content” that exposes personal contact information posted with “an intent to harm,” and content that creates a risk of theft, fraud, or violence. Twitter and Facebook both have policies to delete fake accounts and accounts that engage in targeted bullying or harassment. These are all steps in the right direction to address the unprecedented scale of harassment now made possible by the internet and social media. But much work remains to be done so that victims neither have their lives ruined, nor are bullied off our digital forums. America can reject a broader right to be forgotten, due to its potential chilling impact on speech, while still expecting tech companies to remove abusive content and accounts that violate our fundamental belief in respecting every person’s right to participate in discourse.
4. SECURITY AND NOTIFICATION
People have the right to expect that companies will take reasonable measures to protect their data online and notify them in a timely manner if there is a breach. But time and again, we see companies fail to do that. Most famously, in the Equifax scandal, nearly 147 million people had their personal information compromised, including their address, Social Security number, date of birth, and credit card information. According to Wired, Equifax knew for months its software was vulnerable to attack but took no action to fix it. Even more problematically, it took Equifax over six weeks to notify consumers that their data was compromised, meaning consumers were unable to act quickly to mitigate harm.
There is a need for clear federal standards for protecting data and timely disclosure of breached data, and a new data protection agency should be tasked with enforcing them. Currently, according to Hayley Tsukayama of The Washington Post, we have forty-eight different state notification laws for data breaches, all with different time requirements. This creates confusion for consumers and compliance headaches for businesses. Any federal standards need to be carefully constructed, and like any internet regulation, the details matter. There may be legitimate reasons for a delay in notification, as in cases where public disclosure would invite more hacking. A business may need time to build an adequate defense before it acknowledges its vulnerability.
We also need a strong, bipartisan commitment to encryption to secure our data. Trump’s attorney general William Barr advocated for tech companies to construct back doors to encryption, to assist with law enforcement investigations. But it makes no sense to empower Apple or Google to go into every American’s phone and read our emails, phone logs, browsing history, and texts. No one in government or at a corporation should have the key to unlock every American’s data. This could open the floodgates to the kind of digital overreach and surveillance that exists in China with their absolute control over internet companies. Furthermore, the possibility that such a master key could be hacked by a bad foreign actor is reason enough that it should not exist. The same back door used by law enforcement would be vulnerable to hackers, making all of our data even more vulnerable.
None of this is to say law enforcement can’t develop their own effective tools to investigate criminals and terrorists. In many cases, they can find information on social media to prevent a crime or imminent attack. They can, moreover, work with certain security companies to break encryption codes as was the case in the San Bernardino and Pensacola shooters’ iPhones. The solution consistent with American constitutional values is to oppose the creation of any master key that would be subject to widespread abuse and hacking; instead, we should authorize law enforcement to develop their own capabilities to break codes, and to only use them on a case-by-case basis contingent on a court order.
5. PORTABILITY AND INTEROPERABILITY
The network effects for social media are extraordinary. People want to be on the platform that everyone else uses, which leads to a few big platforms controlling most of the online conversation. Today’s online world is reminiscent of the historical era in television when we had three major broadcast networks. As a result, there is a very select group of individuals—mostly techies in their thirties and forties who live in the Bay Area such as Jack Dorsey and Mark Zuckerberg—who have final say over what we see and how it is presented to us.
One way to encourage alternative platforms to emerge is to allow users to move their data to different sites. This would give users more freedom of choice to migrate to a new and exciting platform. Under this framework, Facebook would not only have to allow users to take their friends, network, and profile to a competitor’s site (portability), but also would design its platform so core features were in a common language compatible with many competitor’s sites (interoperability). A key is to have easy-to-implement standards so users, in practice, can navigate effortlessly between different digital platforms.
If consumers have more options among different digital platforms, there may be more competition for developing robust privacy tools and a range of community standards. Increased competition has bipartisan support, and it would reduce the power of the biggest platforms to dictate terms of use to users.
One important tension within this proposal is that portability can very easily conflict with privacy concerns. As Zuckerberg has argued, the move to data portability is partly what facilitated the Cambridge Analytica scandal. The easier a platform makes it for users to transfer data to third parties, the more risk there is that the user’s data or their contacts’ data could be compromised. As a result, any portability legislation must be linked to comprehensive privacy legislation so data transfers require the consent not simply of account holders, but also other contacts in their social graph whose personal data may be implicated.
6. NET NEUTRALITY
The internet should be equally open and accessible to every person. That is the principle of net neutrality. Internet service providers (ISPs) should not be allowed to charge higher prices for faster access, block content they disagree with, or slow down service as a result of increased data usage. This is not a technical issue but one that impacts everyday life.
We saw the consequences of the Trump administration FCC’s repeal of net neutrality in my district. Verizon slowed down data service for Santa Clara County Firefighters while they were in the middle of fighting the Mendocino wildfire. In fact, Fire Chief Anthony Bowden stated in a declaration that “the data rates had been reduced to 1/200, or less, than the previous speeds.” Verizon claimed the firefighters exceeded the data usage allowed in their plan and had to upgrade.
Although we have not seen the most egregious possible abuses within a few years of net neutrality’s repeal, ISPs have taken instrumental steps to prioritize the quality of their own streaming services, charge consumers more for faster speeds, and slow down data from their competitors. The risk is eventually these corporations will charge different prices for different internet services and slow down poorer customers while providing the fastest lanes to the highest bidders. This may be a gradual process so consumers become acclimated to the new normal. There also remains a real danger that a broadband provider, if ever it chose to, could throttle ideological perspectives it considers hostile.
Congress must pass a law to give the FCC the power to regulate ISPs as common carriers. Common carriers, such as airplanes or trains, must provide services to everyone at a fair price. The hope is that the digital age—with its staggering and unprecedented potential to connect every person at high speeds—will, if anything, be more democratic than airplanes or trains, and not offer a first-class tier or fast lanes. While money will still be able to amplify a person’s online voice, it should not buy them special or faster access.
7. DATA MINIMIZATION FOR INTERNET ACCESS
The principle of data minimization is that companies should not collect more data than they absolutely need to provide a service. Many ISPs such as AT&T, Verizon, and Comcast have figured out that the big money is in data. They look with jealousy at providers like Google, Facebook, and Amazon and want in on the action. So they often attempt to collect data that has nothing to do with providing a phone service or access to the internet, such as information about a person’s interests, favorite sports teams, special occasions, or hobbies.
We need regulation to prohibit data requests that are unrelated to the service that companies, including ISPs, are providing. Most such data requests should be limited to the basics, such as a person’s name, physical and email address, phone number, and payment information. The concept of data minimization is an important corollary to the need for informed consent, and each benefits the next. Consumers may not know what data is necessary for a service, so they may consent to most requests. Data minimization would ensure that companies could only make appropriate requests, while informed consent would keep users in control of what they agree to.
8. MULTIPLE PROVIDERS AND PLATFORMS
We should have access to a number of affordable ISPs and multiple, open platforms online. The importance of affordability cannot be overstated. The political conversation often focuses on providing people with high-speed broadband so they can connect to the internet. That is important, but there is also a cost problem. Americans pay almost twice as much as Europeans for internet access because we have fewer ISPs. Most Americans either have no choice in their ISP provider or must choose between just two. We need the FCC to require more competition and choice of broadband service for consumers in every market, and we need to support the development of local broadband service, both public and private, as a competitive alternative to incumbent providers such as Comcast, Verizon, and AT&T.
But even if we have multiple ISPs, the dominance of a few digital platforms will still be a significant concern. Bigness in itself is not the primary issue of concern. Large platforms have beneficial network effects and economies of scale. Tech is driving some of the most exciting innovations in our nation, providing an alternative to Baidu, Alibaba, and Tencent in China, and is envied around the world. The industry remains popular in the U.S. as well. Amazon has a favorable rating of 73 percent compared to 21 percent unfavorable, Google has 69 percent favorable compared to 22 percent unfavorable, and Apple has 60 percent favorable compared to 25 percent unfavorable. Those are stratospheric numbers compared to any politician, or frankly, any other American institution with the exception of the military. Even Facebook, the outcast in terms of approval, is at 39 percent favorable and 53 percent unfavorable, making it more well liked than Congress, which hasn’t broken 30 percent in over a decade.
But with such outsize popularity and presence in our lives, these companies must not be allowed to abuse their power. Barry Lynn and Matt Stoller at Open Markets Institute and legal scholar Zephyr Teachout have appropriately warned that, as these platforms are become essential to daily life, they must not construct artificial barriers to shut out sellers or competitors. How to accomplish such antitrust measures in the digital age is a pivotal question, and it is the primary focus of a later section in this chapter, where I offer a framework for an effective antitrust doctrine for digital platforms.
9. PREVENTING UNFAIR DATA DISCRIMINATION
Artificial intelligence makes it possible to detect patterns in large quantities of data and make recommendations based on that analysis. However, these capabilities run up against rights and protections that are central to this country’s ideals. There is a real danger, for instance, that a person’s race, gender, class, or religion may be among the variables an algorithm considers, and that these data points lead to forms of discrimination both large and small. Even if an algorithm does not explicitly consider these highly sensitive categories, it could use correlated data that ends up having a negative impact on a particular group. For example, a hiring software program that sorts out candidates based on their level of debt may have a negative racial impact given the racial wealth gap. It would be illegal for any human hiring manager to enact such a policy, and it should be illegal when an algorithm does the same thing. Ultimately, there must be clear rules that impose liability on institutions that use personal data in discriminatory ways or that rely on algorithms that further disparities based on race, gender, or other demographic considerations. I offer a more comprehensive ethical framework for addressing AI in Chapter 8.
10. FIDUCIARY DUTY
Financial institutions have a legal obligation to manage money with the best interests of their account holders in mind—not the institutions’ own bottom lines. Similarly, the institutions that hold and manage our data should have a responsibility to act in our best interest when it comes to protecting our privacy, even after we consent to share data with them. Yale Law professor Jack Balkin developed this idea of “information fiduciaries.” He argues that people who hold data in today’s world have similar professional responsibilities to accountants, lawyers, and doctors—all of whom have firm obligations to the people they serve.
Balkin’s point is that a person should be able to hold Facebook or Twitter liable if their data is compromised on these platforms, and if they can show that the platforms did not take reasonable measures to safeguard their data. This standard would incentivize companies to adopt business practices that put the interests of data owners front and center. Apple is a good example of a company that has a culture predicated on protecting consumer privacy, explicitly rejecting the idea of monetizing the consumer as a product. On this issue, they provide a model worthy of study. As the first $2 trillion company, they’ve clearly shown it’s possible to be a profitable tech company without selling a trove of monetizable customer data. Of course, there are still going to be some companies that rely on advertising for their revenue—but if they are in the business of personal data, they need to be in the business of protecting personal data. Under a new fiduciary standard, they will have to do more than convince users to click a box that absolves the company from responsibility. Data exploitation and abuse will only become more daunting potential problems as the digital age advances. To protect citizens, privacy needs to become both a corporate priority and a major policy priority.
THE POTENTIAL: APPLE AND GOOGLE’S COVID-19 APP
Apple and Google design the basic architecture for over 99 percent of the global smartphone operating system market, including China, thanks to the prevalence of iOS and Android. This gave them more power than sovereign nations in constructing an effective Covid-19 contact tracing app. Apple and Google had the authority to decide the trade-offs between privacy and security in this critical piece of technology. Although governments could require these companies to meet certain privacy standards, they had no ability to demand the installation of their own intrusive apps that would transmit individual data to a centralized public health database. In the U.S., moreover, the absence of federal privacy laws gave Apple and Google wide latitude in the design that they selected. Even so, the companies prioritized privacy when designing the app, recognizing that Americans would be reluctant to participate otherwise.
The ultimate design of Apple and Google’s Covid app is consistent with many of my Internet Bill of Rights principles, and it is an example of technology designed to meet these standards. The app requires a user to consent before any data is collected, and it offers an easy-to-understand explanation of how the data will be used. There is no centralized database, negating the macro risk of data theft in a breach or the need for deletion. If someone is Covid-positive, then they receive a digital code from their local health department to enter into their phone, which sends an anonymous exposure alert to every user in contact with them while they are infectious. Apple and Google both prioritized the need for interoperability, so the app can work across platforms on any smartphone in the world. They made a concerted effort to minimize the data collected and committed not to have access to the data.
Adoption was the Covid-19 app’s main limitation in the U.S. As of mid-October in 2020—almost eight months into the pandemic—only twelve states rolled out the app or a pilot. A number of the state apps could not interact with each other because of a lack of political coordination, even though the design allowed for interoperability. Another reason adoption was slow is that few national leaders or media personalities touted the need to download and use the app. There was no television or social media campaign. Washington, D.C., sent a push notification analogous to an amber alert to all its residents, but it was an outlier in employing that strategy. Many Americans simply did not know of the app’s existence. On top of the awareness problem, people had a lurking fear that their data could be compromised.
However, the app succeeded in other countries. In Ireland, nearly 30 percent of the country downloaded the app within the first two days, and in Germany 15 percent of the population did within the first week and more than 20 percent by September. The U.S. adoption rates were dramatically lower, as low as 4–5 percent in many states. Despite the missed potential, the program showed the promise of Internet Bill of Rights principles, especially in high-stakes situations. The information involved was some of individuals’ highest risk health data, and despite fears, it remained secure in large part because of the privacy-focused approach that Apple and Google adopted.
ANTITRUST PRINCIPLES FOR HIGH TECH
Although Google and Apple successfully protected user data with the Covid app, their enormous power has appropriately drawn bipartisan scrutiny and calls for strengthening antitrust law. In fact, in October 2020, just as states rolled out the Covid app, the Trump administration, along with eleven state attorneys general, brought a lawsuit against Google because of its search engine deal with Apple. Google pays Apple between $8–12 billion a year, which includes sharing a percentage of advertising revenue they make as the default search engine for Safari on the iPhone. The allegation is that this perpetuates Google’s dominance in the search market, where it already has around 90 percent control, and excludes Bing, Yahoo, or new entrants from search on mobile. The alleged victims are not simply Bing or other search engines, but many small businesses and independent media outlets who face a dominant supplier when they buy search ads.
More broadly, there is concern that both Google and Apple exclude key apps and sellers from their platform, preventing new businesses around the country to emerge and reducing consumer choice. The House Antitrust Subcommittee issued a scathing report concerning the anticompetitive and exploitive practices of Google, Apple, Facebook, and Amazon. These concerns about the dominance and competition-stifling effects of big tech are very real. They’re essential to consider in an environment where companies can achieve remarkable reach quickly and can hold back the very project of democratizing the digital economy.
The critical question is how we promote innovation while preventing a few tech giants from having the power to reap the rewards and control the internet. Tech giants are anything but complacent as they compete intensely against each other and invest heavily in R&D, acutely aware of the history of AOL, Yahoo, and Netscape. They recognize that tech moves fast, that venture capital spending in new cloud ventures dwarfs their own investments, and that the existential threat to their companies is any discontinuous innovation which they fail to anticipate. Nonetheless, their concentration of resources limits design and creative possibilities to what fits within their own institutional culture and gives them too much power to box out competitors. The sections that follow seek to weigh the main considerations and map out an effective antitrust philosophy for the digital age. We need a balanced approach that holds tech accountable and promotes competition without enacting legislation that is overbroad or destroys services that consumers want. Any congressional action must be grounded in detailed knowledge about how tech platforms work and consider the perspectives of all stakeholders.
ABUSE OF DOMINANCE STANDARD
The EU has an abuse of dominance standard that prohibits any corporation with a “dominant position” from exploiting it and treating sellers or other businesses unfairly. But the EU can only regulate companies to the extent they operate in Europe. Their enforcement capability is limited, and their remedies are typically fines, as opposed to structural change. American leadership is required in order to rein in the largest corporations in history. The Congress should clarify that the abuse of dominance standard should inform the interpretation of the Sherman Act, our country’s primary antitrust legislation. The purpose of the Act is to prevent large corporations from wielding their power to engage in exploitive practices that are undemocratic. An abuse of dominance standard would prevent big tech from leveraging their market power to charge premiums, unfairly restrict competitors, or privilege their own products.
Under this standard, Google and Apple’s search agreement would likely violate the law. Google should not be allowed to use the revenue it generates from its dominance in search to pay Apple for a default setting that allows it to entrench that dominance. Google maintains in its defense that “people don’t use Google because they have to, they use it because they choose to.” The company claims that a user can change a default setting “in a matter of seconds.” But if Google is so confident in the quality of its own product, there is no need to pay an exorbitant fee to be the default option, given that users will simply choose Google when given the option.
It also is unfair for Apple, which has dominant share in the mobile space, to demand such a premium. Apple should not burden users to go into settings and actively choose Bing, Yahoo, or DuckDuckGo in Safari if they seek an alternative to Google. Instead, the company should prompt users to pick their preferred search engine when first using the phone. For the sake of consumer convenience and simplicity of use, perhaps Apple should be allowed to have some preferred partners who pay a reasonable price to be on that list. The key is for Apple to offer enough options so that one or two search engines are not dominant.
Google makes a serious argument that its deal with Apple is similar to a cereal brand paying for a premier shelf. But this objection does not consider its or Apple’s dominance. Paying for premier shelf space is not as innocent as it sounds when you are dealing with companies that have dominant market share in a service that almost every small business in the nation needs. That is why tech giants should not be allowed to enter promotional agreements that give them a significant leg up on widly used digital platforms. The outlawing of such arrangements might lead Apple to create its own search engine, an event that Google fears. But more competition and multiple search engines will benefit the consumer and small businesses looking to advertise.
Microsoft’s antitrust settlement from 2001 is instructive as it prohibited the company from entering into agreements with third parties that would exclude rivals, thereby opening space for new competitors like Google to emerge. The irony is that the original push for antitrust enforcement against a tech giant came from companies like Sun Microsystems, Novell, and Netscape based in Silicon Valley! Think about it this way: in a world where Microsoft’s anticompetitive practices were never curbed, today we might find ourselves searching with Bing and using Internet Explorer with no other options. When companies must compete on fair grounds, users win. Ultimately, despite hand-wringing about the new regulations it faced, Microsoft continued to thrive. The company grew from a market cap of about $260 billion in 2002 to nearly $2 trillion by April of 2021, which makes it one of the most prosperous ever.
An abuse of dominance standard would also curb some of Amazon’s most egregious practices. Amazon controls more than 50 percent of online retail sales and leverages its market power to impose terms on small businesses. For example, Lina Khan, the current FTC chair, has observed that Amazon manipulates who has access to their “Buy Box,” requiring them to purchase Amazon’s delivery services. The Buy Box is what allows consumers to add a product directly to their shopping cart with a click and is responsible for 82 percent of sales on the platform. Amazon’s bullying of sellers to use fulfillment centers in order to access the Buy Box is not only potentially an illegal tying arrangement, but also an abuse of dominance. Khan, moreover, argues that Amazon’s practice of charging merchants ancillary fees for advertising, in hopes of securing a prominent ranking, is taking advantage of its platform power. What may be most problematic is Amazon’s manipulation of its algorithm to privilege its own products in search via its website. Under an abuse of dominance standard, Amazon would be prohibited from favoring its own products over competitors who are offering better prices. And it would be forced to change many of the practices it uses to bully third parties and other retailers.
DUTY TO DEAL FAIRLY
United States case law gives tech companies too much latitude in controlling their digital platforms. The presumption in the case law is that a company is allowed to control who can design apps, interface, and sell on its platforms. In Sambreel Holdings LLC v. Facebook, Inc. (S.D. Cal. 2012), a California federal district court held that Facebook was within its right to kick off a third-party app developer competing for advertising dollars on its platform. The court said, “Facebook has a right to control its product, and to establish the terms with which its users, application developers, and advertisers must comply in order to utilize this product.”
The problem with giving tech companies autonomy over their platforms is that too many people and businesses have come to depend on them. Many small business owners will attest that Facebook and Google ads are critical for their survival and growth. Retailers would say the same about access to Amazon’s site, and app developers about accessing Apple’s App Store.
We should categorize these digital platforms as “essential facilities” because sellers and consumers would be severely harmed without access to them. Although the essential facilities doctrine originated in the United States, Europe developed it more fully. Under European law, if a tech company has a dominant position and a platform that is for other businesses to compete, then they have a duty to deal fairly with third-party sellers. The presumption is that they must allow other companies to design for their platform or sell on it, unless it is obvious that doing so would harm consumers. The U.S. Congress should make explicit that a duty to deal fairly is required by our Sherman Act and should, more generally, lessen the pleading requirements on government and plaintiffs for antitrust cases so courts do not continue to dismiss them as a matter of routine.
It’s worth noting that deeming digital platforms “essential facilities” is very different from making them public utilities, which would prescribe their rate of return and involve the government dictating many aspects of how they can run their business. Digital platforms should be free to innovate and design their own business models, but not to arbitrarily or unfairly disadvantage other merchants.
The line between innovation and exploitation is not easy to draw. This tension is most apparent when deciding whether tech companies should be allowed to add new features to their existing product. We want companies to improve on their product design, including integrating new functions, provided they are not hurting competition in clearly distinct product markets. The semiconductor chip is a classic example of an integrated product with many components that clearly serves the consumer interest. The judgment about whether a new feature constitutes a product improvement or a separate product has always been difficult to strike in antitrust jurisprudence and is highly fact intensive. It requires careful deliberation by judges and juries about what benefits the consumer experience versus what is exclusionary conduct that leverages market power—not general political sound bites.
The key is to insist on a balancing test when applying the duty to deal fairly standard. Consider the Facebook example. While the company could continue to add new features to its site, it would no longer have the presumption of denying access to third-party apps that seek to build on its platform. If Facebook has concerns about the quality or data security of a third-party app, the company could make a case for refusing to deal with that vendor. But Facebook would have to show that consumers or the public benefit from any denial.
Under a duty to deal fairly standard, Facebook would likely need to make their site interoperable with other platforms and enable data portability consistent with the principles of the Internet Bill of Rights. According to the United Kingdom’s Competition & Markets Authority July 2020 report, Facebook’s “limited interoperability” with other social media companies is a source of its market power. Currently, Facebook has a “Download Your Information” feature that only allows downloads of data into a zipped file or PDF which is hard to transfer and make useful. The company would need to go further, designing their site so a person can either export their FB friends easily or communicate with them through a different social media site, provided the contacts consent to any of their personal data being transferred.
Apple would also have to open their platforms to more vendors at a reasonable price. Apple maintains strict control over its App Store, citing privacy and quality concerns. Under the new doctrine, Apple would still be able to maintain control of its operating system, but it would be required to allow competitors to sell their products directly to iPhone users provided they comply with its standards. These competitors would have to pay fair value for the use and upkeep of Apple’s platform but not its current excessive 30 percent commission. If Apple has genuine reason to believe an app violates privacy and cybersecurity standards or their terms of service, it would have to show that, as it did when it expelled Parler from the Apple Store. If Parler was merely an app for conservative discourse and banned because of ideological concerns such exclusion would be unjustified. But Parler became a forum for organizing mob violence and assassination plots, and its repeated refusal to take down violent content was enough justification for Apple to refuse to do business with Parler. Notably, Apple has already voluntarily taken a positive step to open its platform by reducing the commission to 15 percent for entrepreneurs with under $1 million in revenue. They should lower it further to expand access to the digital economy for app developers across our nation, but this move should not shield them from appropriate antitrust scrutiny with the larger players.
Similarly, Google Search would have to allow users who type in a location to choose from multiple map services unless it could show that would be a bad user experience by making the interface too busy and unnecessarily complicated. The company would face a presumption of not privileging its own distinct services or products on its platform which it could overcome by demonstrating consumer or public benefit. Finally, Amazon would be prohibited from arbitrarily kicking merchants off its platform, deprioritizing their rankings, or preventing them from using the Buy Box.
Big tech will undoubtedly push back on regulating business decisions they make about their own platforms, arguing that it will sacrifice quality, encourage freeloading off their work, and disincentivize or slow down investments in innovation. On balance, however, it stops short of reflexively breaking them up or making them public utilities and will give millions of Americans and small businesses more opportunity to thrive in the digital economy.
RIGHT TO REPAIR
When you break your smartphone or laptop, you’re stuck with sending it back to the companies to fix it. Why? Most big tech companies will place many restrictions on sharing the parts and tools needed to fix their products. They do not want you to take your smartphone down to your local repair shop, or tinker with it yourself. They prefer you send it back to them or purchase their newest model. This is why we should pass right to repair legislation. Not only will it cut down on the environmental impact of our consumer economy, especially given tech products’ significant toll on our planet, but it will also empower the do-it-yourself culture across the country in small towns and rural America. It will allow tinkerers across the country to participate in the tech economy by fixing their iPhone, without having to always take direction from the engineers in Cupertino.
LIMITING MERGERS
According to the American Antitrust Institute, over the last three decades big tech conducted over seven hundred mergers and acquisitions. The report finds Google did 234 such deals, Microsoft did 221, Apple did 108, Amazon 83, and Facebook 77. Shockingly, federal agencies challenged only one of these deals—“the Google–ITA Software, Inc. matter”—in federal court. Since Robert Bork made his famous argument in the 1970s that mergers often improve efficiency and consumer welfare, agencies have been too deferential to businesses that seek to acquire other companies to improve their own product and bring the price of goods down. Since then, numerous industries, tech included, have come to be dominated by a handful of powerful players, and mergers and acquisitions have shown no sign of slowing down in recent years.
There is no doubt that many of these acquisitions are pro-competition. As a practical matter, many entrepreneurs in Silicon Valley hope to be acquired as part of their exit strategy. If we were to severely restrict big tech from engaging in acquisitions, then a lot of the funding would dry up for tech start-ups. The innovation that happens outside these companies may move in-house, depriving entrepreneurs of equity and limiting out-of-the-box approaches and thinking. There is little reason to oppose many midsize acquisitions, particularly in the range of $50 million to $100 million, that improve consumer experience on a digital platform, are not with potential competitors, and create wealth for founders who are independent of big tech.
The problem is that tech giants also engage in mergers to prevent rivals from emerging and to lock in their network advantage. Facebook’s $1 billion acquisition of Instagram and $19 billion acquisition of WhatsApp reduced competition. Those who follow Silicon Valley deals knew at the time that these were preemptive moves by the incumbents to prevent losing market share. Although Facebook accelerated Instagram’s and WhatsApp’s growth, both of those platforms were already growing and attracting unique demographics. That is precisely why Facebook paid billions to acquire them.
Those acquisitions should not have been approved. Last year, almost every state and the Federal Trade Commission agreed, and they took it a step further. They filed lawsuits to unwind WhatsApp and Instagram from Facebook. The lawsuits, which stem from an eighteen-month investigation into the companies’ behavior, allege that Facebook partook in anticompetitive behavior, squashed rivals, and stifled innovation with these mergers. Although a federal distict court dismissed the initial complaint, the FTC can revise the deficiencies with more specific allegations of Facebook’s monopoly power, and they can appeal as well. The legal proceedings against Facebook should be fact-based and consider all factors. The intermingling of platforms, data, employees, and product features will make unwinding code and teams complicated. But if there is a clear showing that splitting up the companies will lead to more competition and innovation, then the benefits will likely outweigh these costs. There is precedent for separation, as well. When the government broke AT&T into a long-distance company and seven different regional ones, Americans benefited from lower prices and increased competition.
But instead of just breaking up companies after the fact, we need a stricter standard before companies acquire potential rivals. Currently, the Department of Justice and FTC must make a detailed showing of how acquiring a potential rival hurts competition and harms the consumer before they can block the action. We should change the burden of proof and require dominant tech companies to show why an acquisition will not lessen competition before they can get approval. Of course, it is very difficult to get this analysis right, given acquisitions of potential competitors in their early stages may still evade regulatory review. The pendulum, though, should swing from the default celebratory attitude we’ve had to mergers and acquisitions since the 1980s to one of greater scrutiny. Senator Amy Klobuchar has introduced a bill to change the burden of proof for deals above $5 billion, which Wall Street defines as megadeals; this would scrutinize the most anticompetitive mergers while continuing to allow acquisition of start-ups in cutting-edge technologies that need corporate management, customers, and resources to scale. According to Scott Sher, one of the nation’s leading antitrust attorneys, less than 3 percent of deals are more than $5 billion annually, and mega deals already raise the most flags with the DOJ and FTC. So the Klobuchar proposal is narrowly tailored and is a starting point to enact the reform on mergers we need without hurting smaller, growing businesses.
ANTIDEMOCRATIC IMPACT: LOCAL JOURNALISM, ARTISTS, AND RETAIL SHOPS
The economic power of Facebook, Google, Amazon, and Apple has created issues beyond impacting competitors or consumers. Some of the most serious effects of the tech boom are in areas of the economy and society for which even antitrust enforcement is an insufficient tool. Three key examples concern the effects that big tech has had on local journalism, artists, and retail shops.
The digital age is not easy for newspapers, especially rural and regional ones. These papers conduct important oversight as watchdogs, help build an informed citizenry, and provide an important sense of community by reporting on civic leaders, sports teams, family milestones, service organizations, student initiatives, and current events. I remember reading the Bucks County Courier Times multiple times a week growing up. The paper gave me a chance to develop my voice by submitting letters to the editor. But it also made me aware of the larger issues facing our county, state, and nation, and provided a common framework to discuss matters with classmates and neighbors. So many conversations in town began with a reference to a story in the Courier Times. Opinions differed, of course, but most operated on a shared understanding of basic facts.
Today, we have far easier access to far more information than when I grew up. Almost anyone can write a blog, post on Facebook, compose a tweet, or create a video that goes viral. The internet also provided us with a more global perspective. It is easy to access online articles about a cricket match in Australia or a local election in South Korea, neither of which would have been covered in a local paper. But the explosion of online information came at a cost, resulting in the closures of newspapers all across the country. Not all content is “fit to print.” Not all information is credible. And when newspapers fold, we lose critical thinkers who are pillars of their community and dedicate their careers to a search for truth.
Look at what happened to Stockton mayor Michael Tubbs, who was subject to a smear campaign about alleged corruption on a Facebook page with more than 100,000 followers. The city’s local paper, which suffered budget cuts, was unable to serve as an independent source of facts because it had a declining readership and had reduced its coverage of local politics. Instead of having respected local sources dig up and vet the truth, locals were left with a swirl of rumors. As a result, Tubbs lost his race. More generally, studies show local newspaper closures lead to higher government salaries, tax hikes, less federal funding, larger deficits, and riskier municipal bonds. When no one is there to unearth the most important local stories, an important check on regional power is lost.
Why have local newspapers taken such a hit? The internet has made information free and moved many ads, particularly classified ones, online. Some staunch defenders of the digital economy argue that advertising has just become more efficient and that citizens would still pay for local papers if they provide unique value. This underestimates the structural barriers local papers face, such as the scale needed to have a successful digital subscription campaign. The New York Times or Wall Street Journal may have enough digital subscriptions to pay for their staff, but local papers have a hard time surviving without classified and print ads. Many readers, moreover, skim the headline and summary on a Google search link instead of reading the local paper, “depriving the content creators of digital ad revenue.” Finally, the market is not the final arbiter of social value. Even if people are unwilling to pay market price for local journalism, that does not take away from the benefit a local community derives from a strong paper.
One solution is to impose a small tax on the astronomical advertising revenue that Google and Facebook generate and put it into an independent fund to support local newspapers. This is a better alternative than banning targeted advertising altogether, given that many small businesses and even newspapers today rely on digital ads. PEN America, a community of writers, advocates for a digital tax to support local newspapers. They propose a 2 percent tax on all digital revenue, which would raise about $2 billion annually. This can be put into a “National Endowment for Journalism,” as Yale Law professors Bruce Ackerman and Ian Ayres have advocated. From my perspective, the endowment should be distributed to the states to set up independent commissions to make grants to local newspapers, prioritizing papers with long, positive track records while also offering some seed money to promising upstarts. PEN recognizes that there would need to be a strict separation between a newspaper’s finance department applying for a grant and their news and editorial departments. The state commissions making grants should be filled with retired journalists and academics, and it should be as separate from donor and political influence as possible. This will admittedly be hard to pull off in the current political climate and will require a lot of vigilance from nonprofits and current investigative journalists. But the benefits for communities around the country will be enormous.
In addition to setting up an endowment for local papers, the federal government should provide tax credits to newspaper subscribers, small businesses who advertise in local papers, and community papers for hiring journalists. Most important, we need to give local newspapers the chance to “band together” and seek novel arrangements for compensation for content creation while balancing the fair use of their articles and the need to make information broadly accessible to the public.
Just as local newspapers have been routed in recent decades, so have many local artists. A public endowment funded by a tax on digital ads can also support them. It can provide artists not only with loans, grants, and prizes but also with venture funding, technology, and media resources. The endowment can incentivize cities to adopt favorable zoning laws for local art dealerships or music stores. This could help create a local art or music scene as a buffer to the impact of gentrification on a city’s culture. It could also free artists from having to be discovered by agents of big corporations.
Legal reform is also critical to protect creator rights. Technology writer Kevin Roose has suggested that blockchain technology might provide opportunity for artists to sell their work directly to consumers without a middle person and to guard against piracy. More immediately, we need to explore thoughtful reforms to the current Digital Millennium Copyright Act to protect artists’ rights to their work while also allowing for fair use and guarding against overly restrictive limitations on speech. Neil Turkewitz, an activist for artists’ rights, argues that artists believe “the internet has the potential to expand choice” and are not opposed to participating in a digital economy, but they should be compensated fairly for their work instead of being subject to abuse by large business platforms with broad, safe harbors for dissemination. The digital age does not have to lead to the displacement, marginalization, or commodification of artists if we adopt policies that empower them to develop an independent voice.
Perhaps retail shops, which like newspapers and artists define a place’s character, have taken the biggest hit. Since 2010, the rise of e-commerce has led to a retail apocalypse where thousands of stores shutter annually. In 2020, more than fifteen thousand stores closed when the pandemic brought in-person shopping to a halt. The impact of these closures on small towns and rural America cannot be underestimated. When they die, it becomes harder for Main Streets to thrive and for towns to retain their population and tax base. Laid-off middle-aged and older retail workers find themselves with few options for comparable jobs. Even if the tech economy brings new business to a town and new opportunities, the résumés of older, laid-off workers are often ignored.
One of the biggest factors for Amazon’s rise is its exemption for years from paying any sales tax. Amazon had an unfair advantage against every local retailer because many consumers decided to shop online with them to save on tax. Amazon used this subsidy to gain market share in many different sectors. Now Amazon is a trillion-dollar company, and tens of thousands of retail stores no longer exist. Yet local brick-and-mortar stores are still essential to the structure and community of many towns. They need federal assistance as much as local newspapers and artists.
One approach is for the federal government to cover 50 percent of the sales tax that consumers pay when shopping at small retailers worth less than $1 million. This would be poetic justice for all the years that companies like Amazon avoided sales tax. It would allow small retailers to offer cheaper prices to consumers and compete with dominant companies like Amazon and Walmart. Businesses would still pay the full tax immediately so that state and local governments would not lose any revenue to fund education and essential services, but they could then claim a refundable tax credit worth 50 percent of that tax on their returns.
In addition to a tax credit, the federal government should provide forgivable loans to many of these retailers who retain middle-aged employees. Congress provided such loans in the Paycheck Protection Program for small businesses as part of the $2.3 trillion CARES Act that was our main response to the pandemic, but we can do even more. We should pass a ten-year extension of that program for small retailers and give Main Streets around the country a fighting chance.
There is no denying that tech companies have contributed in unprecedented ways to improving our convenience, connectivity, and access to information. That is why these brands retain high popularity numbers and poll much higher than pharmaceutical companies or Wall Street. But we need guardrails. For too long, policymakers have been afraid to question tech’s practices, particularly in the halls of Congress. No one wants to be labeled a Luddite. The mood in the Beltway, however, is changing with recent scandals involving tech companies and bipartisan fears of their growing power. The very vibrancy of our culture depends on safeguarding our freedoms online. It depends on creating space for new business entrants in different regions as well as for local newspapers, artists, and retail shops. A check on the power and influence of big tech is ultimately about valuing a diversity of voices to craft the digital age.
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DELIBERATION ONLINE
The heyday for tech optimism came in 2011, at the beginning of the Arab Spring. Across the Middle East, citizens were using social media to ignite protests for democratic reform, beginning with the ouster of Tunisian dictator Zine Ben Ali and culminating in the overthrow of Hosni Mubarak’s regime in Egypt. It may seem hard to remember, but at the time tech companies were seen by many as beacons of freedom, and their leaders as respected global statesmen. But the Arab Spring had mixed success at best. State repression of unarmed protests led in some cases to the outbreak of bloody civil wars; in others, uprisings only solidified authoritarian leaders. Even so, throughout the early 2010s, there was a widespread belief in Silicon Valley that the internet was a reliable force for good. As technology spread, it would unleash prosperity in the remotest corners of the world, douse ignorance with the dissemination of knowledge, empower everyone to have an equal voice, and usher in peace through increased connectivity.
This was the context in which Eric Schmidt, then the chairman of Google, and Jared Cohen, an executive at Google, wrote The New Digital Age in 2013. They offered an optimistic prognosis for cyberspace. They made several accurate predictions. For instance, they foresaw that activists would use digital platforms to “organize” and “mobilize” in “constructive” ways for various causes over the coming decades. The #MeToo movement is a recent example that embodies what Schmidt and Cohen envisioned—an online community of support, discussion, and amplification. Many victims courageously shared their experience of sexual abuse and harassment on Twitter, while tagging threads made by figures such as Tarana Burke, Alyssa Milano, or Ashley Judd. They instantaneously became part of a community who believed, retweeted, and supported one another. Many found it easier to tell their story online than in person, and Twitter became an outlet where service workers, junior staffers, and high school students could be heard by tens of thousands, or even millions. Black Lives Matter and the Sunrise Movement are also prime examples of decentralized movements that have mobilized change through the power of social media.
However, Schmidt and Cohen’s vision also had blind spots, which even they would acknowledge. While they pointed to the dangers of surveillance and loss of privacy, they discounted the problem of political echo chambers and polarization, believing that users would have a wide selection of information at their fingertips to defeat, rather than spread, conspiracy theories. They predicted that people of different backgrounds and cultures would be able to resolve disputes through direct dialogue, because “everyone… will have access to the same source material” online. Thus far, that has not proven to be true.
Fast-forward to January 6, 2021, and it becomes clear that something has gone very wrong. January 6 will live in infamy in the history of the digital age. I watched firsthand from my window in the Cannon House Office Building as a mob of rioters rushed the Capitol, spurred by online conspiracy theories pushed by President Trump and Republican lawmakers. Even amidst the bedlam, as I waited it out locked in my office, I was thinking about how social media had precipitated the day’s violence. It was not just that the rioters had developed a distorted view of the outcome of the presidential election through online conspiracies. They literally plotted their assault using the app Parler, telling other march participants, “Storm the Capitol” and “No change without Bloodshed,” while organizing through #fightback, #firingsqaud, and #civilwar.
The insurrection of January 6 was the shocking culmination of years of online radicalization. But it is just one of many acts of violence fueled by social media over the last decade, both in the United States and abroad. In a seminal report titled Complicit, Muslim Advocates, a Washington-based civil rights organization, detailed how the Buddhist military in Myanmar used Facebook and its subsidiary, WhatsApp, to plan the mass murder of Muslim Rohingyas. According to the report, more than 25,000 Rohingya Muslims died and over 700,000 were driven out of Myanmar. The U.N. found that Facebook played a “determining role” in this human rights catastrophe.
Closer to home, social media platforms have been implicated as organizing grounds for white nationalist and extremist groups. In 2017, amid protests surrounding the Unite the Right rally of white supremacists and neo-Nazis in Charlottesville, Virginia, Heather Heyer was murdered by a man belonging to Vanguard America, a white nationalist group that had a significant presence on Facebook. Three years later, in the summer of 2020, Facebook hosted a Kenosha Guard Facebook group with three thousand members that called to “take up arms” to defend Kenosha, Wisconsin, from racial justice protesters after Rusten Sheskey, a white police officer, shot Jacob Blake, a twenty-nine-year-old Black man, paralyzing him from the waist down. This led to a white teenager traveling to Kenosha with an AR-15-style rifle and killing two protesters.
Mark Zuckerberg likely never imagined that a site that began as a platform to rate the attractiveness of classmates would two decades later be used to organize racial violence and human rights abuses. But that is the reality we’re all now grappling with. January 6, 2021, gave the United States an unforgettable vision of how online rancor can build into organized violence, as millions watched live as a crowd of self-described “digital soldiers” attacked the oldest institution of democracy.
In less than a decade, tech has gone from democracy’s great hope to poster child for the crisis of modern democracy. But it does not have to be this way. We have seen that creating opportunities to work together online can facilitate meaningful bonds and affirmative democratic movements. This was the case for Alex Hughes, who was hired in by Interapt in Paintsville, Kentucky, and Marquisha Lester, who works for PeopleShores in Clarksdale, Mississippi, as well as for #MeToo and Black Lives Matter. The dramatic rise of social media has revolutionized how many of us stay informed and speak out, and this in turn has increased participation in our democracy. So how do we maintain the many benefits of digital media while avoiding its most destructive extremes?
This chapter offers a new vision for the structure of social media and online forums. Democratic values, not data or attention maximization, must define the digital age. There are actions that both the government and tech companies can take to this end, in ways that are consistent with both our constitutional principles and our fundamental values as Americans. My analysis falls into three basic categories over the course of the chapter: first, the topic of free speech in the digital age; second, the conundrum of disinformation and digital deception; and, finally, the importance of digital literacy and opportunities for participating in digital institutions that influence governance.
FREE SPEECH IN A DIGITAL AGE
The events of January 6, 2021, reflect a failure of both government and tech policy. Within days of the attack, Apple and Google removed the Parler app from their stores, and Amazon Web Services (AWS) suspended its services, taking the site temporarily offline. But this only came after seven-plus weeks of explicit calls for “civil war” and assassinations on Parler, in violation of its customer agreement with AWS and the First Amendment. Conservatives online cried foul at the tech companies’ decision, claiming the ban was an attack on free speech. Yet tech had allowed the forum to exist for years and only stepped in to take down Parler after the speech hosted on the platform turned into calls for violent attacks and assassinations, which in turn led to real-world violence, at which point Parler had still failed to act in a comprehensive way. Even after the fact, in an interview with Kara Swisher, John Matze, the Parler CEO at the time, lacked any introspection. When asked about the Capitol attack, he said, “I don’t feel responsible for any of this and neither should the platform, considering we’re a neutral town square that just adheres to the law.”
Facebook and Twitter also share blame for the rise of well-organized extremist groups and the attack on the Capitol. Although Facebook, unlike Parler, devoted substantial resources to hiring staff to take down violent content with calls for violence, the “Stop the Steal” and “Red-State Secession” Facebook groups and Twitter threads still contained numerous posts that crossed the line from advocacy and organizing to the encouragement of violent action against the government. In An Ugly Truth, Sheera Frenkel and Cecilia Kang document that Facebook’s own security team was concerned that posts on their pages could trigger violence on January 6.
The day after the attack, Facebook and Twitter suspended Trump’s account. Trump engaged in classic incitement by urging a mob of his supporters—some armed with guns, IEDs, and zip ties—to go to the Capitol and fight. His tweeted video calling on the rioters to go home while telling them “we love you” and praising them as “patriots” and “special” was reminiscent of Marc Antony’s manipulative funeral oration of Julius Caesar that incited the crowd, minus Shakespeare’s rhetorical genius.
Both Twitter and Facebook eventually announced a permanent ban of Trump’s account after the companies saw plans for future riots proliferating on the platform. This was a much harder decision considering the high bar for deplatforming and the risk of setting a precedent of banning controversial political viewpoints. Twitter appropriately prioritizes the ability for the public to hear from national and world leaders directly. In reaching its decision, Twitter emphasized that, even after the temporary suspension, Trump continued to violate its rules. Twitter’s challenge is to apply its policy consistently, banning the account of any leader, regardless of ideology. Facebook decided to maintain the ban for two years while acknowledging the need for clearer standards about the severity of penalties for violations of their terms of service. The drastic action against Trump’s account marked an implicit recognition by tech of their own culpability in the storming of the Capitol.
But the question of how to ensure that these lessons are applied effectively—so that they can curtail future eruptions of extremist violence, while protecting the essential tenets of free expression—remains complicated. It will take continued action from both the federal government and tech companies themselves to strike the right balance. Let me offer some principles that can guide debate about what the rules for online discourse should look like.
GOVERNMENT RESPONSE
On the subject of free speech, it is important to distinguish between the role of the state and private actors such as Facebook and Twitter. As far as what federal regulations are appropriate, the governing standard remains Brandenburg v. Ohio (1969), a unanimous Supreme Court decision that is arguably one of the finest in the history of the law. The Court held that the state can only prohibit speech if it is “directed to inciting or producing imminent lawless action and is likely to incite or produce such action.” This means a speaker must intend to cause specific violence within the “very near future” and that violence must be likely to occur.
Following exceptional acts of violence, there is inevitably a temptation to pass laws banning any speech that may lead to violence. However, this urge is overbroad and potentially in violation of the First Amendment. Acting to tighten free speech laws beyond Brandenburg could silence social justice champions, censor religious texts, and ban renowned novels such as Salman Rushdie’s Satanic Verses or J. D. Salinger’s Catcher in the Rye, which inspired John Lennon’s assassin. Professors Eugene Volokh, Evelyn Aswad, and Nadine Strossen, all legal luminaries, helped me understand the consequences of overly restrictive laws. To begin with, Professor Aswad shared that the state has often been most aggressive in censoring the speech of reformers such as Dr. Martin Luther King and other civil rights leaders, labeling them threats to law and order. Eugene Volokh expands on this point, telling me that “most political movements—antislavery, antiwar, civil rights, labor, pro-life, pro-socialism, anti-federal-government, environmentalist, anti-police-brutality—and many religious movements have a large base of law-abiding supporters and a small group of supporters who are willing to use violence.” An effort to eradicate any possibility of violence will likely be overbroad and have a chilling impact on many movements.
To avoid going down a road of government censorship of constructive dissent, Nadine Strossen writes that an effective counter to racist speech is promoting counterspeech that refutes prejudice directly and stronger laws against actual discriminatory conduct and violence. We will speak to the subject of counterspeech later in the chapter, but when it comes to government response, the right question to ask is: How, under the Brandenburg standard, can we deal with the proliferation of violence on social media?
Congress should pass a law requiring social media platforms to take down any speech where there is a court order that a particular post is inciting imminent violence or a direct threat or solicitation of violence and is illegal under the Brandenberg standard. Currently, platforms have no obligation to do so, and plaintiffs, therefore, do not have an incentive to pursue legal action. For instance, as we’ve already seen, Parler’s CEO had no desire and no incentive to remove posts that were actively inciting violence. And while other tech companies ended up removing both the Parler app and some posts inciting violence on their own platforms, these actions were taken of their own volition, which puts a major onus on tech companies to determine which posts meet a standard for removal. A report from CounterAction about calls for violence on Facebook underscores the scale of this challenge. Over a two-month period, they found more than 2,715,842 comments on public Facebook posts, including 59,853 against public officials, with “an intention to inflict pain, injury towards an individual or group.”
Daphne Keller, one of the nation’s leading experts on platform regulation at Stanford, shared with me that a “court order exception” for violent or abusive speech to Section 230, which gives broad immunity to digital platforms from being sued for content on their site, is a “promising way forward.” That is, tech companies would be liable for failing to remove content on their websites when a court finds that it incites violence or abuse (whereas, at present, they are not liable for such content). If courts are given the authority to order the removal of posts calling for riots or assassinations, it may only impact a small subset of the comments that CounterAction cites (since the Brandenburg standard requires specific violence in the “very near future”). But it will facilitate the development of jurisprudence around these complex issues that can guide social media companies in making determinations of what to remove on their own. Civil rights organizations such as the NAACP and the Southern Poverty Law Center would monitor digital platforms and seek temporary restraining orders when appropriate. If such a standard were in place, there is little doubt that Facebook’s security team would have felt more empowered and obligated to remove incendiary posts that they worried were going to cause the January 6 insurrection and to coordinate with law enforcement ahead of the tragic events.
Furthermore, the Alien Tort Claims Act (ATCA) should be amended to provide foreign nationals access to U.S. courts to seek the removal of content inciting violence that triggers significant human rights abuses. The bar to bring such cases would be very high. For example, a plaintiff from Myanmar could seek relief in the U.S. for posts on Facebook that call for the killing of Rohingya Muslims at a specific time. Currently, victims abroad have little recourse but to petition social media companies, which, by their own admission, are too slow to act. Providing them access to the U.S. courts for removing online speech that causes widespread human rights violations—speech that may constitute a conspiracy to commit violence—would make it possible to mitigate the harm that social media platforms are causing around the world.
TECH RESPONSE
Social media companies do and should go beyond court orders and the strict Brandenburg framework when it comes to voluntarily restricting speech that glorifies violence on their platforms. They are private actors who must make determinations about what speech to include on their sites and what resources to put into content moderation. Although we should be wary of multibillion-dollar corporations defining the boundaries of acceptable speech, we should not settle for digital forums with no standards. These standards should consider international human rights law as well as engaging the voices of the civil rights community and other faith and civic leaders. Imagine if the New York Times, New York Post, or Wall Street Journal published an op-ed by a QAnon rioter or a member of the Ku Klux Klan. They would have the First Amendment right to do so but would face public excoriation for legitimizing such content and voices. Social media companies are not simply telephone providers or internet service providers. If they were, they would not have community standards in the first place. They are creating a speech community, and they should be ethically accountable for the standards they establish.
There are, of course, important differences between traditional publishers and social media. As Nadine Strossen helped me understand, the former affirmatively selects content for inclusion, whereas digital platforms, not limited by similar resource constraints, default to publishing everything unless they decide to expressly exclude an item. The bar for exclusion on a platform with millions of other posts, or worse for deplatforming a user, is certainly higher than the one for deciding not to publish an op-ed. Nonetheless, it is important for digital platforms to continue to refine and transparently enforce ethical guidelines to govern their own sites.
Some argue that if Facebook or Twitter go beyond the strict incitement test in Brandenburg and further restrict speech glorifying violence or racial hatred then it would just migrate to other sites such as Parler, Gab, or 4chan. This does not, however, absolve tech companies from making tough decisions. It is better to have such speech contained in niche zones on the internet rather than reaching a mainstream audience. Speech filled with racist slurs or calls for violence—even if short of incitement—does not deserve amplification or the imprimatur of legitimacy, whether that be in a prominent publication or on a prominent social media site. Although isolating such speech limits our ability to challenge it and admittedly may allow it to grow virulent among like-minded participants away from society’s reach, that is preferable to spreading it. Marginalizing that speech has often proven a more promising strategy than allowing it to spread widely. For instance, while hate groups existed well before the internet, social media gave them a place to expand beyond the isolated fringes of society. In most towns, white supremacists are shunned as outcasts, condemned by educators, civic and faith leaders, journalists, Little League coaches, and local businesses. This makes it difficult for them to grow and organize. But if they’re able to amplify hateful ideas openly online, they can find larger platforms and spend their time interacting with those who share their perverse ideology. The central problem is people on social media can escape social repercussions or social obligations in a way that they cannot in physical communities. So denying radicalized online groups an opportunity to grow unchecked on mainstream digital forums is necessary.
There is a fine line between enforcing ethical standards and censoring controversial content that deserves to be heard. Tech companies should take the least restrictive approach that will still be effective and also should be transparent, consistent, and nonpartisan in their decision making. As global platforms, they should look to international human rights norms that call for developing tools for “de-amplification, de-monetization, education, counterspeech, reporting and training” as often preferable to the outright “banning of accounts and the removal of content.” These norms are surprisingly consistent with our own American cultural tradition of placing a premium on free speech. All in all, the best check on big tech having too much power over speech is not resignation to an internet where everything is permissible everywhere, but policies that foster more competition to provide many outlets, including niche ones, for expression.
Facebook’s recent move to create an Oversight Board of constitutional scholars, Nobel laureates, cyberlaw experts, and world leaders is a positive step to create and enforce guidelines for quality discourse that go beyond what the state is permitted to do. The OB can help Facebook develop high-level principles for what violent content to not amplify or, in extreme cases, remove while protecting free expression and making space for vigorous dissent. However, the OB will not have the bandwidth to address all complaints on the platform. That is why Facebook should make an investment in building an internal adjudication system consisting of many teams that can then apply principles quickly, fairly, and transparently to the most viral and egregious cases. There should be an appeals process where the OB or its designees are the final arbiter, not Mark Zuckerberg. Every major social media company should have an independent oversight board to rebuild public trust across our nation. While Americans may understandably be wary of private tribunals placing restrictions on their online speech on private platforms, this is preferable to an internet with minimal ethical standards or one which is subject to the whims of billionaire founders. Finally, these boards should be responsible for enforcing policies mentioned in the previous section to ensure that content moderation teams are expeditiously removing the most inciteful speech which violates the Brandenburg standard.
CORPORATE CENSORSHIP
There always is the danger that digital platforms go too far in removing speech. Although they have a First Amendment right to do so, corporate censorship undermines public confidence in having a fair chance to participate in public debate. After social media came under scrutiny for its role during the previous presidential election, this issue surfaced repeatedly in the 2020 presidential election. For example, Twitter blocked the account of the New York Post as well as the personal account of Kayleigh McEnany, President Trump’s press secretary, for posting an article about hacked Hunter Biden emails. The article itself couldn’t be shared either. Facebook stunted the article’s promotion and reduced the number of people who saw it until they could verify its validity. Although I am convinced there was no truth to the salacious allegations, Hunter Biden’s emails themselves referencing his father were of public interest.
Twitter’s rationale stemmed from its policy barring the dissemination of any hacked material. But their decision went too far. I reached out to Jack Dorsey at the time and made the case that under Twitter’s policy, the Pentagon Papers and Iraq War Logs would be banned on their platform. Hacking Hunter Biden’s laptop was likely a crime that should be prosecuted. The private pictures and messages should never have been broadcast. But publishing information concerning a major party nominee for president should be part of our expansive public domain.
Twitter later recognized they made a mistake, both in the initial decision and in their lack of transparency over why the decision was made. But despite the prominence of right-wing news sites and similar content on social media, the incident eroded many conservatives’ confidence that social media companies are committed to an unbiased forum. There is also growing anger about social media platform censorship among factions further toward the left. A coalition of seventy civil rights organizations accused Facebook of “racially biased censorship,” arguing that “content from Movement for Black Lives, Palestinian and Native American activist users on Facebook has been removed without evidence of any violation, while obviously racist and hateful content has been allowed to remain.”
Oversight boards can help tech companies make decisions more consistent with allowing a rich diversity of nonviolent political speech, particularly about public figures, into the public domain. They should not discriminate against speech based on ideology. Providing space for a diversity of speech rests on a belief that the American public, more than big tech, should sort through the noise of a messy democracy. In the case of Hunter Biden, the American public did. Most American voters heard of the story despite the ham-handed efforts by social media companies to muzzle it. If anything, the censorship only heightened interest in the story. What helped Joe Biden win is the discerning ability of the public to sift through what matters to their lives, not the paternalistic efforts of billion-dollar companies to restrict what viewpoints they see months before an election.
DISINFORMATION AND DIGITAL DECEPTION
One of social media’s most destructive effects on American public life is the substitution of news with gossip, and at worst, conspiracy theories. To be sure, talk radio and cable news have offered a one-sided worldview to many Americans for decades. Partisan podcasts have also proliferated, and conservative groups have spread their message by building visible organizations in small towns and strategically winning over local newspapers. But in my experience, pushing back against the lies people see on Facebook because of algorithms that target them is often the most challenging. I have had long conversations with listeners of the late Rush Limbaugh or watchers of Tucker Carlson. We can sometimes find common ground on the corruption in Washington, power of big corporations, ending endless wars, or the need for a jobs and wages agenda. But conspiracy theories are conversation stoppers. According to an MIT study, a falsehood on social media spreads six times faster than a true statement and is 70 percent more likely to be shared. As David Brooks, a New York Times columnist, astutely observes, a person’s susceptibility to falsity might depend more on “economic, cultural, or spiritual” anxiety more than online engagement. Nonetheless, digital platforms make it easier than ever for demagogues and attention seekers to identify and exploit these weaknesses with provocative content that repeatedly and casually circulates in their social circles and overwhelms, allowing falsehoods not simply to inform a person’s worldview but also to become defining attributes of their identity.
Social media has no demarcation between ordinary conversation and news. False information comes not from an on-air anchor, but with the personal endorsement of a trusted family member or friend. Life online can quickly become an unexamined life, filled with memes of misogyny, stereotypes, misleading statistics, and xenophobia that are shared effortlessly. It allows people to judge, dismiss, condemn, and even cancel others with one click while exuding moral condescension.
I experienced Facebook’s right-wing echo chamber on Facebook firsthand when Ben Shapiro’s Daily Wire took a clip of mine about the minimum wage out of context and circulated it online suggesting, falsely, that I did not want small businesses to thrive. It was amplified by Breitbart, the Republican National Committee, TheBlaze, and within hours a few conservative friends of mine were texting me asking whether I had said that I do not care about small business. The coordinated and rapid spread of cleverly edited clips made an impression on millions of Americans that was hard to overcome. This constituted asymmetrical speech, where neither I nor my allies could respond or correct the record, although Shapiro, to his credit, offered me the opportunity to come on his podcast later. This kind of experience is common on digital platforms, and many Americans are siloed into impenetrable social realities. They see the false sound bite, but not the correction.
Although recent academic literature has suggested that online users may be exposed to more diverse views and news sources than the filter bubble theory originally posited, echo chambers can still emerge because the engagement with information—including what to discount or amplify—is based on discussion in segregated social groups. Evidence suggests that echo chambers are particularly pronounced on the right, leading to “insular” and “extreme” views.
The federal government is limited in what it can do about this problem. In United States v. Alvarez (2012), the Supreme Court held that it was illegal to punish blatant falsities, including making false statements about earning military medals. The Court reasoned that the harm to the freedom of thought that can result from the state making decisions about matters of truth outweighs any benefit of stopping false statements or from spreading. However, there are steps we can take to create more space for reasonable dialogue on these platforms so that their chief function is not to whip up and inflame polarization. The sections that follow outline concrete measures consistent with our constitutional values that would help us combat disinformation and allow us all to get the best out of social platforms.
PUBLIC REPORTING
Although the federal government is constitutionally prohibited from banning falsity online, it can and should require public reporting of content moderation policies. Much like public companies need to file their financials with the SEC, large social media companies should be required to file an FCC report on how they control and amplify speech without having to reveal proprietary information. Such a disclosure requirement goes beyond the second principle of the Internet Bill of Rights, which as you may recall gives individuals a right to know what is happening to their data, by giving the broader public access to information about content moderation decisions a company makes. Facebook already puts out a high-level Community Standards Enforcement Report on a quarterly basis, but at present it does not contain sufficient detail about what speech it prioritizes, bans, or removes. A formal disclosure requirement would also provide insight about how much time users spend with different pages, groups, and accounts, and the relative insularity of various social networks on their platforms.
If Facebook and Twitter submitted quarterly reports, civil rights groups would be able to assess the companies’ commitment to removing hateful content and curtailing the rise of extremist groups that violate their terms of service. Activists across the right–left spectrum, in turn, would better understand whether they are the victims of bias when it comes to removal. UCLA professor Ramesh Srinivasan has persuasively made the case for “third-party accountability” and stakeholder inclusion when it comes to the design of platforms.
A NEW PARADIGM FOR SOCIAL MEDIA
Public accountability may lead to design reform, particularly in a well-regulated market that protects our online rights and promotes competition. Currently, social media platforms are built to maximize user engagement, and elevate attention-grabbing and addictive content. Incendiary posts in online groups garner many shares and likes, contributing to radicalization and polarization. This is inconsistent with Dorsey’s vision of “building towards a common understanding, and a more peaceful existence on earth,” or Zuckerberg’s goal of promoting “supportive,” “safe,” “informed,” and “inclusive” communities. These networks put their thumb on the scale for speech that is popular with particular subgroups, which may be good for revenue; but it does not forward the company’s stated objectives.
If tech companies are serious about promoting constructive dialogue, they should work with behavioral scientists, political theorists, psychologists, and mental health professionals to experiment with new designs. Software engineers should not only optimize for attention with like and share buttons, but to also optimize for engagement with a wide range of perspectives. They could construct platforms, for instance, that incentivize users to participate in diverse online communities. Pushing opposing material to users can motivate them to become even stronger proponents of their ideologies. But a platform that provides attractive options for users to choose more diversity, including when they customize algorithms, may help challenge parochialism. One way of doing this is inviting people to engage with alternative viewpoints that their acquaintances or friends like, so that their own network can help point them outward instead of simply reinforcing their worldview.
The key is to foster open communication, not simply self-affirmation. The call is for these private digital platforms to have spaces that are not wholly transactional in maximizing ad revenue through attention maximization. These spaces could, as one of the world’s most important philosophers, Jürgen Habermas, might put it, have a “commercial basis” without being fully “commercialized.” We need a recentering of Silicon Valley values so that companies embrace their dual responsibility, not simply to shareholders, but also as key stewards of the modern public sphere. This would have practical impact. For instance, social media sites could allow users to accumulate points for posts that others believe respond to disagreement thoughtfully. With enough points perhaps the user could earn that coveted blue checkmark or a favorable score on their account. This type of point system can encourage threads with genuine back-and-forth, while still allowing for responses of anger and outrage to injustices. Just as guests and hosts receive poor reviews for behavior on Airbnb, social media users could receive reviews for how they engage with others so they have incentives beyond just maximizing likes and shares. Interesting exchanges on key issues, moreover, could be promoted in ways that draw users in and motivate others to engage similarly.
Procedural regulations of these private platforms are needed to prevent a race to the bottom on digital platforms and bring about a change in the Valley’s culture. A world that has regulations to protect consumers, as would be fostered by an Internet Bill of Rights, would help incentivize platforms to develop more constructive communities. Opt-in consent will lessen the value of extractive data collection, transparency about standards will increase civic pressure on tech companies, and antitrust laws will allow competitors to emerge. The rewards for the current model that preys on vulnerabilities to maximize attention will be reduced in an opt-in framework where platforms will have access to less granular data. Sites must still, of course, aspire to capture users’ interest and time. But they may be less able to do that simply by targeted sensationalism, appeals to impulse, or pushing the online equivalent of junk food—especially with the increased public attention that disclosure laws will bring. Tech companies will have to pay more attention to the quality of the user experience. They may discover that there is a market and a branding advantage for speech communities that foster an authentic human connection online.
Any diversified market of digital platforms should also include public social media options, funded by tax dollars and free of data collection, where people can debate ideas without fear of manipulation. The public social media option could include the design priorities described above, challenging for-profit platforms to innovate in order to compete. If a public platform does not engage in viewpoint discrimination, it can adopt reasonable restrictions to promote civility and decorum. Government could fund a national platform—think of it as an online PBS—as well as local ones sponsored by cities and local libraries with designs similar to Nextdoor where residents engage about the latest community events. We would need strict privacy safeguards as a prerequisite, as the last thing we want is for the government to collect data about our preferences that it could use for surveillance.
These platforms could have video forums, audio conversations, or textual exchanges, recognizing that each medium may offer different advantages and disadvantages in promoting thoughtful dialogue. Video and oral communication allow us to assess another speaker’s authenticity, facilitate lengthy conversations, and temper our willingness to launch ad hominem attacks. On the other hand, textual communication mitigates social biases based on appearance, is often linked to articles which can help us dive deeply into a topic, and may zero in on the central issues and disagreements at hand. There is a reason that Socratic conversations in a classroom are not based solely on spontaneous expressions or improvisation but centered around books that awaken our minds and that assignments require written papers to sharpen our thinking. The question of whether a medium is effective depends on the participants and topics involved and on the specific design of a platform.
The best we may be able to hope for in an imperfect democracy is a plurality of online forums for political conversation that (a) demonstrate a threshold respect for our agency as participants by not engaging in data extraction, (b) are transparent in terms of both their speech standards and the priorities of their algorithms, and (c) comply with legitimate restrictions on unlawful speech consistent with our First Amendment jurisprudence. Although there is a risk that this causes the further fragmentation of our public discourse, only a few sites at any given moment are likely to attain national reach, as people are not inclined to spend time on dozens of social media sites. Realistically, it is also hard to imagine that any public sites would replace Facebook, Twitter, or other emerging apps as places that drive the national conversation. Even if well regulated, private digital platforms will attract prominent social influencers, be open to the provocative language of social movements, provide space for protest and activism, and have sophisticated bells and whistles to capture people’s interest. They are likely to be staples of our messy and wide-ranging discursive ecosystem for many years. But increased competition, along with the regulations discussed, can facilitate consumer choice and public scrutiny that improves the quality of discourse on the most popular sites. Over time what I hope emerges is a rich body of social media ethics, rooted in our values, as platforms face both market and democratic accountability that they have thus far largely escaped.
FAKE NEWS
One promising design reform big tech should pursue is to introduce the option of vetted content based on crowdsourcing in users’ newsfeeds. Tech companies have been by turns unwilling and ineffective at deciding what constitutes legitimate news. They are often caught between a rock and a hard place. When they take down information downplaying the threat of Covid-19 or calling into question the effectiveness of vaccines, they are accused of censorship. When they let evidence-free statements about the pandemic or climate change circulate on their sites, they risk corrupting the public discourse and face allegations of “killing people.” They have too much power and frankly never imagined that in the pursuit of obscene profits they would be burdened with so much social responsibility.
Crowdsourcing the news might offer one way to untie the Gordian knot. It turns out that, despite our partisan divide, Americans are capable of agreeing about what news sites are most credible. According to a fascinating study by Gordon Pennycook and David G. Rand, Republicans and Democrats converged in trusting about twenty mainstream news sites more than partisan or fake news sites. While they had differences in which mainstream sites they believed most, “both Democrats and Republicans gave mainstream media sources substantially higher trust scores than either hyperpartisan sites or fake news sites.” The fake news sites like conservativedailypost.com and notallowedto.com ranked at the bottom, well below even partisan sites such as commondreams.org, dailykos.com, and breitbart.com. Republicans and Democrats had the most trust in mainstream sources such as ABC, Fox News, The New York Times, and The Wall Street Journal. This suggests that social media could construct a stream of news based on sources that have high trust scores from both Democratic and Republican users. The stream could even include a couple of hyperpartisan sites with relatively strong trust scores to ensure ideological diversity.
Users could choose to receive this stream in their newsfeed and adjust the amount of news they consume. Some may even choose to have all news-related posts in their feeds prioritized based on a crowdsourcing algorithm. In short, crowdsourcing on social media sites has the potential to establish a baseline of common material that can be the foundation for deliberative democracy online. It can help vindicate Schmidt’s and Cohen’s hope expressed nearly a decade ago that citizens will have some common starting point in a digital age. While newsfeeds and online groups will still include biased or misleading stories, users at least will be exposed to what their fellow citizens collectively believe is the range of information that is credible. This mix is certainly better than the status quo.
The elegance of the crowdsourcing approach is that, to return to Nadine Strossen’s point, it relies on counterspeech. That is, it counters misinformation with more speech and does not give social media companies the power to restrict access to nontraditional and provocative worldviews. There still will be a need for more blunter tools. When users post blatant misrepresentations about public health that may cause physical harm, social media companies should remove those posts expeditiously and refuse to amplify them. The stakes, moreover, are too high for such decisions to be left only in the hands of tech companies. Consistent with our First Amendment jurisprudence, courts should have the authority to order the removal of posts that are an imminent threat to public health and public safety.
Labeling posts as potentially false is another tool to combat misinfomation. Platforms tagged, for example, any post that called the 2020 election results into question as “disputed.” While this was a well-intentioned effort, the problem with labeling is that it often just draws more attention to the post itself. Facebook’s internal data shows that labeling Trump’s posts as false barely decreased the amount that they were shared.
It seems that the best chance of overcoming disputed realities in the political context is widening users’ organic exposure to a diverse range of sources that does not trigger their defenses instead of having platforms conspicuously confront them about a misinformed viewpoint. Although removal and negative labeling can provide some guardrails against the most extreme propaganda campaigns, the functioning of democracy depends on discourse to defeat disinformation when educated citizens can draw from common source materials. I turn to digital literacy later in this chapter.
FAKE ACCOUNTS AND BOTS
Fake accounts and bots only add to the divisiveness and sensationalism on social media. At least 5 percent of active Facebook users at any given period of time are fake accounts or bots, and a staggering 45 percent of tweets concerning Covid-19 were bot-generated. During the time of President Trump’s announcement to withdraw from the Paris Climate Accords, Twitter accounts “suspected of being bots comprised roughly a quarter of all tweets about climate change,” dramatically increasing climate disinformation on the platform. An Indiana University study that analyzed millions of tweets during the 2016 presidential election concluded that bots are a large contributor to the spread of misinformation and conspiracies. They share fabricated stories, make salacious content trend, and overwhelm investigatory teams with volume that makes it hard to find the offending posts. Most shockingly, the presence of fake accounts helps explain why “over 86% of shares and 75% of comments on German political Facebook from October 2018 to May 2019 were Alternative für Deutschland content” even though the far-right party never “exceeded 15% of public support in polls during this time period.”
The easiest way to reduce disinformation from bots is with strong, front-end verification. Currently, Facebook and Twitter understandably want to make the process of signing up as frictionless as possible. A person can sign up for a Facebook or Twitter account by authenticating their email or phone number. Instead, at minimum, social media companies should require both email and phone verification. They should also give users periodic Captcha tests, which require them to identify numbers or images that verify the users are not bots. We walk through a metal detector before boarding a plane and take a driving test before driving; it will not be the end of the world if it takes a little bit more time and effort to open a social media account. The benefit of more honest conversation is well worth the cost of some inconvenience.
Removing malicious bots will undoubtedly improve online discourse, but not all bots are bad. As Carnegie Mellon Computer Science professor Kathleen Carley emphasizes, we should welcome bots that are transparent about their identity and serve a legitimate purpose, whether to warn of a natural disaster, market a business, or disseminate quotations or excerpts from literature.
Verification, for that matter, is not fully sufficient to prevent bots from spreading misinformation. Bad actors can instruct human beings to verify an account before handing it over to a machine to churn out propaganda, and there will inevitably be ways to circumvent Captcha or two-step authentication. We need both federal dollars and more private investment to develop the tools for removing bots that have managed to integrate into an online community but are spewing toxicity. When John Stuart Mill was extolling the marketplace of ideas, he likely never imagined that automated responses drafted by narrow interests would occupy a prominent space in the public sphere. At scale, these have the chance to undermine democratic debate, and it is important not to let the problem of bots reach a truly alarming level before we enact real solutions.
FAKE VIDEOS
Social media companies should also be aggressive in removing fake videos that pose a high risk of sowing confusion or chaos. I’m referring to videos that use digital technology in order to fabricate statements by public figures or private individuals. This contrasts with video that might make a false claim or factually inaccurate statement. There is for example a qualitative difference between a video claiming falsely that President Biden is a socialist and a fabricated video where President Biden himself says he will be ushering in socialism. The former is part of the messiness of public debate, whereas the latter could radically distort democratic conversation itself and lead to market turmoil and civil unrest.
Consider, for instance, the doctored video of Speaker Nancy Pelosi that showed her slurring her speech. This video wasn’t an advanced deep-fake but instead used simple video-editing software to slow down an actual video of Pelosi. Even Fox & Friends, the popular Fox News show, made a point of telling its audience: “Not a real video. It’s doctored.” The Fox shows did not air the distorted video, and none of the other major broadcast or cable networks amplified it. Yet Facebook and Twitter refused to remove the video. They labeled it fake and deprioritized its distribution but kept it on their platforms. This allowed President Trump and Rudy Giuliani, former New York mayor and personal lawyer for Mr. Trump, to share the video, receiving millions of views and thousands of shares. Facebook defended their decision as standing up for free expression, claiming that manipulated videos could be satire, art, or a form of political expression. There has to be a line, however, between satire and blatant misrepresentation with an intent to deceive. While it is likely a step too far for such distorted content to be outlawed by the government, digital platforms should recognize their aim and impact.
Social media sites should still make space for comedians and artists by allowing appropriately labeled fake videos online, as long as the content does not cause mass confusion in the public sphere. But their oversight boards should systematically make difficult, contextual decisions of recommending the removal of videos that are highly misleading such as the manipulated Pelosi clip. Ultimately, digital platforms are engaged in fostering political conversation, and they have a responsibility to not allow such damaging, deceptive videos that severely restrict the possibility of rational exchange.
DIGITAL LITERACY AND DIGITAL INSTITUTIONS
The history of pamphleteering in our founding era offers parallels into our contemporary challenges online. The most famous American pamphlet was Thomas Paine’s Common Sense, which called for independence from Great Britain. But most pamphlets were unsigned and filled with “barbs and fiery accusations.” Numerous pamphlets incited violence, with some leading to duels. The maturation of American democracy saw the development of independent journalism, academic institutions, and eventually think tanks to provide third-party verification of facts. Public schools emerged that emphasized critical thinking skills, and citizens created many public forums and grassroots organizations, such as the League of Women Voters, to encourage civil debate. Millions of Americans worked hard to build a sophisticated democracy that did not just devolve to the most sensational or loudest voices. Substance mattered. As the Canadian essayist Stephen Marche puts it:
Making the comparison between the Internet and the printing press has always indulged in this laziness. “Hey, look, that was good in the end. Things worked themselves out for the best there.” No. They didn’t work themselves out. People worked them out. People of great intelligence and good will, able to think beyond their narrow interests, worked them out, and they only worked them out partially, incompletely.
The burden of improving our public discourse online does not fall simply on regulators or tech companies. As Tim Berners-Lee, founder of the web, recognizes in his Contract for the Web blueprint, citizens have the most important role to play in “adopting the best practices for civil discourse” and “educating the next generation on these matters.”
What then can a new generation of Americans do to improve discourse on social media? It begins with digital literacy, and the first place to start is in school. We must teach students from elementary school onward that social media posts are filled with as much gossip as news. There is something about seeing information in writing online with a link to a blog or article that makes us think it has more credibility than a casual conversation. Our challenge is to train young people to consume information from digital platforms with the same skepticism they apply to the spoken word. A friend’s midnight stream-of-consciousness musings on Facebook are different from sourced and vetted stories in The New York Times or The Wall Street Journal.
While it may seem difficult to put these ideas into a classroom setting, Finland provides a model for teaching students about misinformation and fake news. Beginning in elementary school, students take a class that teaches them to identify distortions and manipulation online, to recognize the need for multiple sources, and to think critically. Remarkably, it has worked. Finland is a constant victim of Russian disinformation and anti-immigrant propaganda, but the country ranks first out of thirty-five European countries in resilience against disinformation campaigns. We should study the Finnish curriculum concerning online media and require a similar class in every grade, while looking at how we can incorporate these lessons into public awareness campaigns that reach both children and adults. Such classes could be offered, for example, in libraries across America, according to Nina Jankowicz, an expert on tech policy. Digital literacy classes and awareness campaigns should also go beyond “fake news” identification to educating the public about safeguarding digital privacy. Comprehensive digital literacy is key to ensuring that users are not merely checking the boxes of digital “security theater,” which are features that may give us the appearance of protection without having much impact, but that they have all the information they need to be agents of their digital life.
As adults, we should continue digital literacy efforts and adapt them to the basic needs of citizenship in a digital age. For instance, one approach could be to reach out to people in different regions and with different ideologies for a Zoom version of a living room dialogue. For decades, Americans of different persuasions have gathered in neighbors’ living rooms or front porches to hear each other out on issues impacting their community and nation. There is no reason we cannot apply this approach to the twenty-first century and create online groups that transcend geography. Living Room Conversations is a nonprofit founded in 2010 committed to fostering exactly these kinds of conversations among participants from across the country, gathering groups of fifteen people at a time. In this context, companies like Facebook could potentially be a force for good if they use their data, obtained after consent, to help participants construct diverse groups that still have a threshold level of commonality to make initial conversations easier. This is just one way in which social media design could be tweaked to foster both diversity in addition to shared interests.
One crucial step that we all can take toward improving online discourse is to speak up for civility on social media platforms. The potential for incendiary rhetoric to alienate, silence, offend, or spark violence is higher in a multiracial and religiously pluralistic democracy than a homogenous one. Marginalized communities face the most vitriol online, and they are often the first to withdraw from a hostile environment.
Although nothing on the left is close to as vile as Trump’s feed, we are not innocent actors either. Many of us on Senator Sanders’s presidential campaign publicly spoke out when supporters posted snake emojis on Senator Elizabeth Warren’s Twitter replies. I also spoke up when Twitter started trending with messages of vengeance about those who served in the Trump administration, including calls to deny them any future employment. That said, an examination of my social media accounts will certainly reveal moments I fell short of calling out bad behavior.
Our social challenge is to engage schools, politicians, employers, and civic and faith-based institutions to build an online culture where the norm is to stand up for victims of insults and harassment much like we would if we witnessed such abuse in public places.
PROTECTING CHILDREN FROM ONLINE ADDICTION
The health of our democracy depends on our ability to raise children who can cultivate their own independent and imaginative thinking. As a parent of very young children, I can attest to the challenge of keeping addictive apps and videos away from them. My wife is ahead of the curve, insisting I leave my phone addiction at work and not use phones at meals or when interacting with the kids. When it comes to limiting screen time, Common Sense Media and the Center for Humane Technology both have useful recommendations for parents.
Even so, it would be helpful to develop commonsense legal reforms to help parents on this front. Colleagues of mine who know I represent Silicon Valley often seek me out to share that their biggest concern raising kids is social media manipulation. We are not helpless. We can begin by enforcing the Children’s Online Privacy Protection Act (COPPA), which prohibits collecting data or targeting young users. A study found that a staggering 78 percent of children under thirteen use YouTube daily, 45 percent use Facebook daily, and 40 percent use Instagram. The FCC, armed with a new technology division, must hold these companies strictly liable for any violations of the COPPA.
A strict liability standard will incentivize tech companies to develop better techniques for keeping minors off their platforms. Apple is an industry leader in doing this by asking questions only adults can answer, but this technique only deters young children. Drawing from the Apple example, the FTC should seek to partner with leading technologists to understand what innovative solutions are possible for accurate identification of teenagers who may lie about their age. This may include the use of simple artificial intelligence to assess whether an account has public content primarily related to the junior high school experience.
We also need regulations on social influencers who create videos to sell products to young children. Ryan Kaji is a ten-year-old whose site has 25 million subscribers and earns over $20 million a year for hawking toys in videos where he unboxes and plays with them. Although some lower-income families in my district tell me this allows their children to virtually appreciate toys they cannot afford, it also can be manipulative and hook children to the screen for hours. In 1990, Congress passed the Children’s Television Act, which restricts commercial advertising to children, including product promotion, and requires a significant percentage of children’s programming on any network to have an educational component. These protections should be extended to online videos.
Beyond regulating videos, we need rules for any online content geared toward children. The Supreme Court recognizes that minors do not have the same First Amendment rights as adults and allows limiting materials “harmful to minors” or “educationally unsuitable.” The FTC should be tasked with promulgating and enforcing design standards that consider issues of addiction, bullying, self-esteem, interaction with strangers, and mental health when it comes to children. As a threshold matter, the agency should bar any social media company like Facebook that serves an adult audience with addictive content from creating a social media app for kids. The last thing we should permit is for Facebook to proceed with their plan to create an Instagram for kids and get young people hooked for life on their products.
DELIBERATIVE FORUMS
The hardest challenge facing modern democracy is not simply to regulate private actors, but to build civic and public institutions for deliberation that are inclusive and facilitate constructive discussion. We need to provide those currently spending hours on social media sites with better opportunities for shaping public opinion and influencing governance.
To this end, Audrey Tang, Taiwan’s digital minister, provides a model that the U.S. government can emulate. She helped institute two government-led initiatives, vTaiwan and Join, which are designed to find consensus on difficult policy. Millions of Taiwanese citizens participate in these discussion forums. They do not allow for robust back-and-forth exchange, but they do allow individuals to submit comments and weigh in on others’ submissions. The forums then use artificial intelligence to determine the most popular comments from participants based on voting, and they identify areas of agreement and disagreement between the leading alternatives. Policymakers in Taiwan have relied on proposals with wide participant support to craft laws regulating Uber or online alcohol sales.
Imagine if Congress had the benefit of such a tool. Americans could have helped forge consensus through upvoting the key provisions of, say, the 2020 Covid relief bills. Certain apps, like Countable and Brigade, have tried this without official government involvement and without widespread success. But the Taiwan experience suggests that having the government as an active partner and promoter is key. Admittedly, it would have been a challenge to ensure the participants on these digital platforms were representative of the nation and included the elderly, those from rural communities, and people of color while excluding bots. But systems to conduct outreach, verify identities, and cross-section participants could help in this regard.
At a bare minimum, Congress should put working drafts of legislation online, updating it every forty-eight hours, for members and the public to see and comment. It is an outrage that the language of a five-thousand-plus-page Covid-19 relief bill was made available to rank-and-file members and the public only hours before the vote, just a few days before Christmas. That leaves little time to strike problematic language, leaving members with the highly constrained choice of an up-or-down vote. Powerful committee staff spends weeks drafting bills like these, with input from lobbyists, think tanks, and leadership staff. They should use modern digital tools that are commonplace in any private sector workplace to make the process far more transparent and open to comment.
The internet can also facilitate more robust deliberation by hosting virtual forums on social media that are modeled on America in One Room. This program, which was the brainchild of Stanford political scientists James Fishkin and Larry Diamond, convened 526 diverse Americans of both parties in a conference center near Dallas in September of 2019. The participants received common source material from experts of differing ideologies on hot-button issues. After a few days of discussion, the group was able to garner more than 70 percent support for a few innovative proposals addressing these themes. In addition to publicly backed deliberative forums, Facebook, Twitter, and Zoom should partner with Fishkin and Diamond to create them online across the nation. Each forum could have hundreds of participants from different geographies and racial backgrounds and would engage with a diverse range of experts. Think of them as national town halls for the twenty-first century.
In a similar vein, Connecting to Congress, the brainchild of political scientist Michael Neblo, is organizing online town halls with representatives and a sample of their constituents to discuss a single important topic in depth. Surprisingly, an award-winning political science study found that the working class, younger voters, and women of color are more willing to participate in these forums than voters who are affluent, older, or white men. The convenience of participating online seems to outweigh inequities in digital access or familiarity. The glib assumption that the working class is not online is false. When it comes to Facebook, for example, studies show the working class is almost proportionally represented. They are, at least, as present as they are in more traditional public forums. While they may not be as active in expressing their opinion, they are tuning in. Twitter is a different story. David Lazer, a leading computational social scientist, led a groundbreaking study about the composition of Twitter followers of members of Congress. They concluded that, in almost every district, Twitter followers had a significantly higher median income than nonfollowers and a higher propensity to follow political accounts. What the various studies underscore is the need to be intentional about inviting a wide range of citizens to participate as equals in online discussions. Our federal and state governments should partner with tech companies to make the tools for organizing inclusive, online town halls available to elected officials, candidates, and activists.
Although I appreciate that the regular town halls I’ve held on Facebook Live have allowed many of my constituents to participate who wouldn’t normally be able to join in person, we should be mindful of the limits of digital platforms. Participants are not as aware of each other’s body language or emotion, and it is hard for them to gauge when to interject or to have lengthy, spontaneous exchanges. There also needs to be extensive outreach and support to get people comfortable with online forums, and we must be conscious that older Americans as well as those who do not have sufficient technology exposure or affordable internet may be excluded. Technology always comes with trade-offs, and we need to make certain that we are also creating opportunities for participation that don’t require technological know-how.
That said, the federal government can make major strides by improving its digital design to invite more citizen engagement and to ease the use of its online systems. Design is about function. The better the design, the more it serves citizen needs. Anyone in Silicon Valley will tell you elegant design is at the heart of how Apple, Facebook, and Airbnb succeeded. The situation is very different with our federal government. For example, if you look up Social Security Supplemental Income, the government website supposedly to help people understand it is a complex maze we’re asking society’s most vulnerable to try to navigate: https://www.ssa.gov/ssi/text-understanding-ssi.htm.
Two of my signature bills that passed into law during the Trump administration—the Information Technology Modernization Centers for Excellence Program Act (CoE) and the 21st Century Integrated Digital Experience Act (IDEA)—call for modernizing federal technology and making digital services more useful for Americans. They require agencies to build cloud and data management capability and to be digitally modernized and mobile friendly, including e-signatures, digital forms, and easy-to-navigate and attractive websites.
What is also needed is the creation of a chief design officer with adequate funding to attract top tech talent and the authority to make changes. This person could work in coordination with chief information officers to implement standard guidelines and interoperability across agencies. If the federal government can attract a core group of outstanding tech professionals, they will be able to better engage the private sector to build out government platforms that prioritize the needs of citizens. Just as importantly, we need to cultivate in software developers an interest in public service akin to what inspires lawyers to give up seven-figure salaries at big law firms to work either on Capitol Hill or as judges. Emphasizing public service in any computer science curriculum, however, is not enough. To attract software developers, government agencies must empower them to drive innovation.
Affirming dignity in the digital age requires centering the citizen’s voice and citizen’s experience in an online world. We must design platforms, public and private, that do not promote lies or divisiveness but facts and constructive discussion, as Tim Berners-Lee had originally hoped. In the wide sea of the internet, we must find ways to uplift even the quiet citizen who still yearns to make a contribution to our democracy through reason, dialogue, and imagination. We should aspire to build a digital public sphere, with a plurality of speech communities, where the “noncoercive coercion of a better argument” can over time carry the day instead of entrenching inequality and mediocrity by requiring that participants be skilled at perpetual self-promotion and branding to be heard. At stake is whether we can succeed in building broad consensus for a shared conception of justice and the common good in our democracy.
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SCIENCE IN DEMOCRACY
For the past fifteen years, Matt Russell, a fifth-generation Iowa farmer, and his husband, Pat Standley, have managed their 110-acre Coyote Run Farm with a commitment to sustainable farming. They have built a customer base that buys food directly from their farm, including grass-fed beef (where cows are not injected with hormones), heirloom tomatoes, poultry (which are not fed any antibiotics), and eggs. Pat and Russell, who spent eleven years in training for the Catholic Diocese of Des Moines, share the belief that farmers must help find solutions to the world’s biggest problem: climate change. For example, the two adopted a rotational grazing system for their livestock to minimize greenhouse gas emissions. When cows overfeed on grass, the soil’s ability to store carbon is destroyed. Rotational grazing allows cows to feed on the grass while enabling the soil to keep carbon in the ground and serve as a carbon sink. This simple technique makes Coyote Run Farm a model for responsible “stewardship of the land.”
During the 2020 presidential campaign, Matt was eager to share his story with any politician who passed through Iowa. The media published headline visits to Coyote Farm by then candidates Joe Biden, Kamala Harris, and Beto O’Rourke. But Matt was not interested in the media spotlight as much as pioneering a new way of talking about science policy in our democracy. Over a beer in Knoxville, Matt shared with me his frustration about how politicians and scientists lecture farmers about climate change with no acknowledgment or understanding of their love of the land or their need to make a living. Farmers who express hesitation about changing how their family has farmed for generations due to practical concerns about costs run the risk of being labeled anti-science, anti-climate, and anti-innovation. At a time when family farms struggle to survive, many farmers have come to resent a scientific establishment that judges them.
In today’s democracy, an understanding and acceptance of science and technology plays a pivotal role in many individuals’ lives and career prospects; it is also necessary in an age of climate change, artificial intelligence, and ongoing digital transformation. Yet when it comes to science-based policies, resistance is usually not due to a lack of citizen aptitude; it generally comes down to a sense of marginalization, where citizens feel like they are left out of the very conversations that will impact their lives, instead of being invited to participate. This chapter tackles head-on the challenge of engaging Americans on the scientific and technical issues that will shape the communities in which they live as well as our nation and world.
Matt Russell understands that you cannot lecture people about abstract science without engaging them about what it means for their way of life. So he convened small groups of farmers in church basements, meeting over a meal for a couple hours to discuss climate action. He showed them respect by acknowledging their love for the land and allowed them to steer the conversation. Farmers, who previously had never been asked for their perspective, were enthusiastic about having this dialogue. They agreed on the value of rotational grazing, cover crops, no-till farming, crop rotation, and generating renewable energy. But the central theme that came up in almost every discussion group was the need to pay farmers for this new way of operating. The changes required up-front costs that many couldn’t afford, so the way to convince farmers to adopt new techniques that would keep carbon in the ground was to help them pay for adoption. By compensating farmers for being environmental entrepreneurs, the participants reasoned, family farming could remain profitable and also help save the planet. Matt understood intuitively that when farmers begin to think of climate change as an economic opportunity, there is much more openness to understanding the science and changing traditional practices.
Although Matt never studied deliberative democracy theorists, his project is consistent with their aspirations. Mark Brown, a leading science policy theorist, writes that “constructive public engagement” with scientific information is critical before citizens embrace, let alone act on, the principles. Citing the philosopher Jürgen Habermas, he advocates for “public deliberation” to direct administrative agencies. In the context of Matt’s gatherings, this would mean that the United States Department of Agriculture should invite farmers to recommend and discuss policies, rather than simply dictating terms to them. As Brown sees it, what often seems like a disagreement about science is really a disagreement about policy. If people know they are empowered to make policy choices, then it mitigates the prospect of politicizing science because an acceptance of a certain scientific fact or principle will not surrender a person’s political agency to a nameless bureaucracy. Brown points to the concept of “ecological reflexivity,” as one potential way forward on climate policy. In The Politics of the Anthropocene, John Dryzek and Jonathan Pickering develop this idea, which essentially calls for giving ordinary people a voice in developing “principles for collective action.” Matt Russell embodies this approach, bringing together the voices of people who’ve been excluded from political decision-making to develop imaginative approaches to issues that have lingered unchanged for decades.
Matt’s work offers a glimpse of hope that our nation can build a broad consensus around new policies to tackle the climate crisis and technologies to lead the twenty-first century. Elizabeth Anderson, a leading philosopher, has observed that people often discount science when they fear the outcomes or do not identify with the experts. When they feel alienated from elite institutions and excluded from the prosperity that could result from scientific proposals, they are likely to be skeptical. This suggests a didactic or argumentative approach is in and of itself unlikely to persuade. Instead of villainizing, shaming, or hectoring ordinary Americans making a living in traditional industries, we should see farmers and oil and gas workers as essential partners in developing new solutions to the climate crisis with workable incentives.
Chris Buskirk, the conservative publisher of the journal American Greatness and staunch supporter of former president Donald Trump, shared with me that he is optimistic about the potential for “broad agreement” on environmental policy if the language is not “overblown” or unaware of “unintended adverse consequences.” Shockingly, almost no progressives or Democrats have ever reached out to him to discuss crafting an environmental agenda. We have little hope of passing bold policies if we are making no effort to understand the values and aspirations of the nearly 74 million voters who supported President Trump. It turns out that Buskirk strongly supports sustainable agriculture and believes that many conservatives would as well because they think nature “is an essential predicate to everything else in human life.” As Buskirk sees it, many evangelical Christians who believe in protecting God’s creation and being stewards of the planet are open to taking action to prevent climate change.
Buskirk has a vision that is quite similar to the farmers Matt convenes. He outlines a framework that can cut through congressional gridlock, has a global impact, is easy to understand, and can be the basis for bipartisan legislation. It involves “replacing industrial agriculture with sustainable agriculture, combined with a program of soil revitalization. Soil revitalization of the kind seen in the Loess Plateau in China is not only beautiful and productive but also acts as a massive, natural carbon sink [emphasis added].”
Beyond recognizing and respecting that many conservatives view nature and the land as worth conserving, our communications challenge, Matthew Nisbet argues, is to present climate change as an opportunity to “grow the economy” and for “economic development.” At its best, the Green New Deal, originally coined by Thomas Friedman, a New York Times columnist and best-selling author, is a vision for engaging local communities to create new renewable energy industries and spark economic growth. The Green New Deal legislation is a vehicle for conservation and for twenty-first-century job creation. Republicans attacking the plan have alleged that it costs $93 trillion, but the reality is nowhere near that; this figure is a completely made-up number that includes the potential cost of providing health care without any of the savings and a guaranteed job to everyone. Rather, as I see it, the Green New Deal is an aspirational framework for concrete investment in new technology development, and policies to move that technology into the market, so that we can become the world leader in new energy and achieve the climate goal of a future with net zero carbon emissions. So, let’s dig into what the broad contours of an effective, democratic, and pro-growth climate plan would look like.
BUILDING A GREEN FUTURE
There is no issue that inspires young people more than tackling climate change. I have seen students hold sit-ins, sleep outside the Democratic National Committee building, chase down senators and members of Congress, hold protests, attend rallies, and organize social media tweet storms all demanding action. When I ask young people why they are phone banking, registering people to vote, knocking on doors, or giving money online, they almost always respond by expressing their frustration with congressional inaction on the biggest crisis facing their generation. They know that they and their children will be the ones that will feel the costs of our inaction on the climate, not the current leadership. If you want to mobilize the younger generation that is the future of the Democratic Party, you have to speak to their passion for the environmental movement.
The language of climate activism is about ecological justice, environmental racism, preventing mass extinction, equity, and divestment. But how do we build a bridge between this language and language that can speak to older generations and small towns? What can stay true to the goals of the environmental movement but also resonate with the farmers who meet in Matt’s church basements or drillers in Butler County, Pennsylvania? This is the project that John Kerry, who is now special presidential envoy for climate, and I took up in our op-ed for The New York Times titled “Don’t Let China Win the Green Race.” We make the case that for America to win in this new century, we must lead in clean technology. The themes in our piece are similar to what eight mayors from the Ohio River Valley call for in their Washington Post op-ed titled “We Need a Marshall Plan for Middle America.” They argue that the Ohio Valley “stands to lose 100,000 jobs as the fossil-fuel economy continues to decline in the face of superior, cost-competitive renewable energy development.” The mayors make it clear that market pressures and automation are causing job loss, not regulation. A government program promoting clean technology could bring good jobs to the region. They want to position the government as the helper, not the villain to blame for transitioning jobs away.
An effective and ambitious green agenda can be founded on proposals that appeal to both sides of the aisle. Below are five proposals that frame important climate policy goals in terms of jobs, market incentives, and economic growth and have the potential to attract broad-based support across our nation if we engage local communities.
MASSIVE INVESTMENT IN SOLAR AND WIND
If we want to substantially decarbonize the economy by 2035 and prevent the temperature from rising by more than 2 degrees Celsius, the world needs massive investment in solar and wind energy. The good news is that, despite critics’ concerns, solar and wind actually generate more jobs than the fossil fuel industry does. In a groundbreaking report appropriately subtitled “Jobs, Jobs, Jobs, and More Jobs,” Saul Griffith and Sam Calisch estimate that renewable energy jobs could create about 3.6 million jobs by 2035 compared to approximately 1.2 million that are currently needed in the traditional energy industry. Although “it takes more labor and maintenance to access” renewable fuels, Griffith and Calisch argue that the price of renewables is ultimately lower because “fossil fuels cost money,” whereas the sun’s rays or wind are free. It is possible to create renewable jobs and meet our green energy goals with an investment of nearly $3 trillion over the ten years, which is about 1.5 percent of our GDP annually. This investment would also help us become the world leader in solar and wind production.
Why is there so much political opposition to solar and wind if it will lead to many more jobs for an affordable investment? Communities heavily reliant on fossil fuel industries are understandably skeptical about whether those new jobs will be in their regions or whether they will provide a comparable tax and philanthropic base. Before my trip to Beckley, West Virginia, I remember speaking with Senator Joe Manchin, who told me how the 2009 stimulus package did not allocate enough funds for job creation in the left-behind communities in his state. Manchin’s point is a good one. If we want states that are currently dependent on a fossil fuel economy to support green energy development, they deserve prioritization in federal funding to create new jobs. We should provide larger federal grants for renewable energy production to communities with a significant percentage of fossil fuel jobs. This way, residents will view a clean tech jobs program as additive to their community as opposed to merely substituting or even subtracting jobs. Griffith and Calisch show that solar and wind jobs can be “highly distributed geographically and difficult to offshore.” These should be “located in every zip code,” and they should be good, union jobs that provide better pay and benefits than what fossil fuel workers currently earn. We will only win the argument for massive investment in renewable energy if we engage communities that fear displacement and show them that we will bring good new jobs to them first.
CLEAN TECH INNOVATION
Although solar and wind can make up a large share of renewable energy, we also need innovation for new energy sources, storage and transmission, and the removal of carbon from the atmosphere. According to the Center on Global Energy Policy at Columbia University, our current spending for this type of innovation is inadequate, at $8 billion per year. They call for more than tripling the funds to $25 billion by 2025 and for channeling research to ten focus areas: carbon dioxide removal, carbon capture and sequestration, the smart grid, clean agriculture systems, clean buildings, clean fuels, advanced transportation systems, clean energy generation and storage, foundational science and platform technologies, and industrial decarbonization. To achieve this, Bill Gates has called for creating a single organization for clean energy research called the National Institutes of Energy Innovation akin to the National Institutes of Health. It could finance, for instance, promising research projects on fusion—the elusive dream—which would allow us to create energy like the sun does.
Advocates for investment in clean tech innovation can learn from the political effectiveness of the defense industry. When I joined the House Armed Services Committee in 2017, I began to realize why the defense budget was more than 50 percent of our discretionary federal budget. The defense industry has literally spread out jobs to cover almost every congressional district. There’s a reason why Lockheed Martin builds the F-35 using suppliers in forty-five different states and touts its creation of more than 250,000 jobs. The lesson to be learned is that clean tech innovation, like defense, should take place in communities across our nation, as opposed to in the Beltway. Quite simply, the distribution of clean tech innovation outside Washington agencies will help build broader support for public investment.
Another promising approach is BlueGreen Alliance’s call to invest in green American manufacturing. BGA is a coalition of labor and environmental organizations committed to finding climate change solutions that create thousands of new jobs. Nearly 22 percent of greenhouse gas emissions come from the industrial sector, but this issue does not receive much media attention. There is an opportunity to build broad consensus supporting tax credits for clean tech manufacturing, as well as grant and loan programs to help American manufacturers dramatically reduce their emissions. These policies are necessary for American manufacturers to be competitive in a world where the EU is moving toward implementing an import tax based on carbon emissions. The policies will help create union jobs installing and operating next-generation machinery on the factory floor. Many of these new jobs will be in traditional, industrial towns and will help position green policies as consistent with ambitious plans to rebuild and revitalize these areas.
The much harder lift will involve policies that regulate the supply of fossil fuel production. Even if clean tech innovation succeeds in reducing the amount of fossil fuels that businesses and consumers use, there is still the difficult issue of exports. Annie Leonard, executive director of Greenpeace USA, estimates that if we continue to produce and export fossil fuels, even potentially expanding our capacity to supply other nations, we could cancel out up to 50 percent of the emission reductions that would be achieved by transitioning to domestic consumption of renewables. We simply cannot ignore the question of the fossil fuel production and exportation. That is why in California, which already has many diversified sectors, Annie and I called to stop building new fossil fuel projects and to institute a 2,500-foot buffer between oil drilling and residential neighborhoods. This should not apply to more fossil-fuel-dependent states, and the politics were candidly hard even in California. Although a large coalition of environmental groups, led in many cases by passionate young activists, supported these policies as part of the Last Chance campaign, both Governors Jerry Brown and Gavin Newsom did not act. Representative Barbara Lee and I were the only California members of Congress who supported the campaign. Much work remains to be done, and to make progress we need to consult with fossil fuel workers in California about how to ensure that their futures are secure even as we invest in future generations.
ELECTRIC VEHICLE REFUNDABLE TAX CREDIT AND FEDERAL FINANCING BANK
We are losing to China in the race to produce electric vehicles. China produces about 60 percent of the electric vehicles for the world market while we produce about 25 percent. China provides its citizens subsidies to buy electric vehicles and heavily subsidizes auto manufacturers to set up plants for producing electric vehicles. We currently offer an electric vehicle income tax credit for up to $7,500 for as many as 200,000 cars per manufacturer. This is inadequate and benefits those who can afford to wait for the end of the year when they file. Instead, we should offer a refundable tax credit available at the time of purchase for all electric vehicles until they make up over 75 percent of annual new car sales.
Even that proposal, however, cannot be the end of the conversation. Many autoworkers have shared with me that moving to electric vehicles means fewer jobs for them. As the United Auto Workers union has noted, companies need fewer workers to make electric power trains compared to internal combustion engines, “transmissions, exhaust systems, and fuel systems.” In fact, when General Motors closed their plants in Lordstown, Ohio, and Warren, Michigan, its reasoning was that it needed to restructure them to focus on electric cars. We cannot glibly proclaim an electric vehicle future without considering the interests and aspirations of the workers in these communities.
A possible solution is to structure the refundable tax credit to incentivize the purchase of vehicles from reopened plants and to require domestic manufacturing and a percentage of American component parts. Imagine if the tax credit would be twice as large for any electric vehicle manufactured in a plant that was previously shut down such as the ones in Lordstown or Warren. This could be for any plant shut down before 2020, so there is not a perverse incentive to close plants. With the availability of a large tax credit, GM and other auto companies would think hard about putting new electric vehicle manufacturing, particularly for sport utility vehicles which have higher demand, in towns that suffered plant closures. At the very least, the credit should be restricted to vehicles manufactured in the United States, and a threshold percent of component parts must be American made. This would spark new union jobs in towns that faced deindustrialization. We can also tie the tax credit to a requirement that companies must invest significantly in worker training and apprenticeships to prepare workers for new technologies. Finally, we should consider a larger tax credit to first-time electric car buyers so we are not spending a lot of money on consumers who are already committed to buying these cars.
A more direct approach would be to use the Federal Financing Bank at Treasury, which currently lends to other federal agencies, to encourage investment in advanced manufacturing plants in left-behind regions. For instance, it could be authorized to make purchase guarantees or lend to companies committed to building new plants in these regions. And it could apply not just to electric vehicles but also to new solar plants, battery plants, and decarbonized steel production with hydrogen gas. These are the type of industrial projects that neither traditional banks or venture capitalists are funding and where we need a new financial lender. If the United States Development Finance Corporation can undertake such financing arrangements to help American companies develop overseas, there is no reason we should not have an agency facilitate such investment within our borders.
Too many policymakers have tunnel vision when advocating for an all-electric fleet. They add an abstract paragraph about a “just transition” to their plans, thinking that will satisfy the concerns of those who may be displaced. But such boilerplate language has not and will not. We will not reach broad consensus on climate policy unless we involve the workers that will be most impacted. The point is not to sell a plan to them, but to listen to their needs and ideas. New, high-paying green jobs cannot simply be scattered on the coasts or in urban centers, but also need to be in auto towns. At the same time, we should be open to the possibility that hydrogen vehicles may be an attractive, environmentally sustainable alternative. Policymakers should not be wedded to a particular technology solution, but ensure that any framework is flexible to support the technology that best advances climate change goals while prioritizing the needs of autoworkers.
PAYING FARMERS FOR REGENERATIVE AGRICULTURE
The United States Department of Agriculture should implement Matt Russell’s vision of paying farmers for being environmental entrepreneurs. I worked with Matt to introduce a congressional resolution that lays out specific principles for how such payments should work. First, the payments should be outcome-based, as opposed to compensating farmers for implementing specific practices. In other words, we should pay farmers to be innovators and for general improvement in air, water, or soil quality. An outcome-based approach would complement current underfunded initiatives at the USDA, such as the Conservation Reserve and Stewardship programs that already pay farmers, for instance, to “remove environmentally sensitive land from agricultural production.”
Second, when funding agriculture programs, we should provide grants to projects where farmers and researchers work together. I helped Iowa State researchers secure funding from Silicon Valley for a program where they collaborate with farmers to assess the effectiveness of inserting prairie strips in corn and soybean fields for improving soil quality and carbon removal. What made the Iowa State program attractive to the Valley’s social impact investors is they’re able to collaborate with farmers as active participants in their research.
Finally, farmers should serve as advisors to the Department of Agriculture to help structure the programs that would pay them for ecological services. We need to think of the expertise as residing not just in the academy but in the work of farmers who know their land and could help craft more effective policy. If we center farmers in the conversation about regenerative agriculture and pay them for their skills, we can earn the trust of many traditional agriculture towns in supporting climate change policy.
A 50 PERCENT RENEWABLE GOAL THROUGH THE DEPARTMENT OF DEFENSE
While in office, President Barack Obama highlighted how, “Obviously, the situation in the Middle East implicates our energy security.” He said that, in order to reduce our energy dependency on the region, we need to be “reducing our overall dependence on oil with cleaner alternative fuels and greater efficiency.” The world’s reliance on oil impacts almost every notable foreign policy issue, and the United States’ reliance on fossil fuels is not just an environmental issue but a national security concern. Our extensive military footprint around the world requires the massive use of fossil fuels, to the extent that former secretary of defense Jim Mattis even cited strategic vulnerabilities because our military is so dependent on fossil fuels. He patiently explained to members of Congress on the House Armed Services Committee in public appearances that oil convoys in war zones are susceptible to attack. It would in fact be much safer to use solar-powered vehicles and equipment for overseas operations. Mattis also recognized that the geographical instability caused by climate change could hurt U.S. military missions and operational plans and could lead to more global conflicts due to increased competition for natural resources. Such conflicts, of course, only cause more destruction, of human lives, of communities, and of the environment on a massive scale. It’s within the interests of our defense establishment and the country as a whole to protect the climate and transition to green energy sources while we still have the chance.
The Department of Defense currently has a goal of using 25 percent renewable energy for the Army, Navy, Air Force, and Marines by 2025. This requirement passed in the 2007 National Defense Authorization Act under President George W. Bush. The Navy already has exceeded this target. I have worked with members on the Armed Services Committee to increase the goal by 2025 to 50 percent renewable energy. Framing renewable energy as being in our national security interest is another way to cut through the partisan divide on climate change. As Mark Brown told me, “There tends to be more bipartisan agreement on policy than on science because people on different sides of an issue often support a shared policy for different reasons. Democrats might support investment in renewable energy for environmental reasons, while Republicans might support it for national security.”
Our military can become a model for how private industry can reduce their carbon footprint. For that matter, if the military can do it, when its investments are matters of life and death, the Coca-Colas and Nikes of the world be hard-pressed not to follow suit.
ETHICAL FRAMEWORK FOR ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE
One of the most pressing sectors for responsible scientific engagement and policymaking over the coming decade is the field of artificial intelligence. Much like the Covid-19 pandemic or climate change, issues related to AI will end up affecting everyone in the United States and around the world—and it will be a hot-button issue that cannot simply be regulated by scientists or technologists behind closed doors. While we allowed the internet to emerge without a strong ethical or legal framework in place, we should not make the same mistake when it comes to the emergence of artificial intelligence. After witnessing massive privacy breaches and the toxicity of social media, we hopefully have learned our lesson about the need for strict guardrails as new technology develops.
At a high level, artificial intelligence is the capability of computers to detect patterns in source material, draw conclusions, and recommend or take actions based on that analysis. PricewaterhouseCoopers has an outstanding report which concludes that, by 2030, AI will add over $15 trillion, larger than China’s entire GDP, to global GDP through productivity gains and also improvements in the personalization, cost, and utility of products. This new technology will bring new business opportunities and be a boon for many consumers, offering them more convenience and better quality at lower prices. As a member of the House Artificial Intelligence Caucus, I’m excited about the potential of this new technology to improve our lives.
We risk, however, aggravating the inequality and discontent already caused by globalization and the digital revolution if we do not have democratic accountability for the use and development of AI. Thinkers at both the Consortium of Science, Policy & Outcomes at Arizona State University and Stanford Institute for Human-Centered Artificial Intelligence are engaging with many stakeholders to ensure that artificial intelligence platforms are accountable to the values and needs of a diverse public. As the Consortium eloquently argues in its mission statement, the “advance of science and technology,” including AI, needs to be explicitly linked to “the achievement of desired societal outcomes.”
As we usher in new artificial intelligence developments, there are five principles that can help guide our nation. First, we need to require government audits and certification of “high-risk” AI systems. This was the conclusion of a multidisciplinary group of experts in tech policy at Stanford. Before a car manufacturer sells a vehicle, a builder a home, or a pharmaceutical company a drug, they need certification about the safety and quality of the product. Why should it be any different for AI technologies? Without compromising proprietary information, regulators at the Federal Trade Commission should inspect whether a particular AI system or data set compromises privacy or creates other types of serious harm. If an AI system is automating decision-making about an activity that will have a significant impact on people’s lives, such as software that makes recommendations about candidate hiring or about financial transactions, then it should face appropriate scrutiny before it is rolled out.
Second, we need disclosure of algorithmic bias. There is a real danger that AI systems can disparately impact people of color by denying them employment opportunities, loans, admission to college, housing opportunities, or subjecting them to racial profiling by law enforcement agencies. We know facial recognition programs, moreover, are less accurate for people with darker skin because of the unrepresentative data sets that they have to work with. This fact was most strikingly demonstrated when Amazon’s facial “Rekognition” software incorrectly identified twenty-eight of my colleagues in Congress as criminals who had been arrested. At the time, 20 percent of members of Congress were people of color, but 39 percent of the misidentified members were people of color. This led to a hearing in the House Oversight Committee—which I sit on—where we heard from the ACLU, who called for an indefinite federal moratorium on the use of facial recognition technology until companies fix the data discrimination.
A groundbreaking Brookings report recommends AI companies that make decisions about people be required to issue Bias Impact Statements. Such statements should include potential limitations about data sets and blind spots in any recommended outcomes. The Algorithmic Accountability Act, introduced by Senators Cory Booker and Ron Wyden and Representative Yvette Clark and championed by civil rights groups, would also be a foundational step. If passed, it would require companies to ensure a threshold level of fairness in automatic decision-making systems and conduct detailed assessments about meeting that standard. The FTC in turn can mandate that developers include and prioritize certain ethical constraints or parameters within the very design of algorithms.
Third, we need bold federal investments to prepare for the job loss and displacement that AI will cause, ensuring that people in every geographical region are positioned to take advantage of the new opportunities it will create. The McKinsey Global Institute’s pioneering report on AI concluded that nearly a third of workers in the United States may need to find new jobs and develop new skills by 2030. They likely will have to learn how to operate machines or work with software that will do the most repetitive parts of their work, without eliminating their jobs completely. It will create many new high-paying jobs in technology-oriented fields and also will facilitate business efficiency and growth that will lead to new job openings. But as the report puts it, the most difficult challenge “will be to retrain mid-career workers.” It goes on to note that, “There are few precedents in which societies have successfully retrained such large numbers of people.”
Many of the recommendations from Part I of this book will help the country adapt to these concerns. But to address this challenge, we need a major commitment from our federal government. Currently, the federal government spends a paltry .03 percent of our GDP on worker training and placement programs, which is sixfold less than Germany. It would be a colossal mistake for our national government to stay a passive bystander, content to let techies, nestled far away from the corridors of power, drive AI’s rise and make giant fortunes at the expense of the rest of the country in the process. At some point, our governing institutions must intervene, help people understand what lies ahead, and partner with the private sector to provide them with modern tools for success.
We also need federal regulations to ensure that the hundreds of thousands of workers that label, record, or input data for AI machines to process are paid fairly and have opportunities for upward mobility. These are jobs that are very difficult to automate. Saiph Savage, director of the Civic A.I. Lab at Northeastern University, has shown that many of these workers, who have a significant presence in rural and urban communities, end up making less than $2 an hour for the tasks they perform on digital platforms. Corporations such as Amazon, Facebook, and Microsoft don’t take into account how long these projects take that power their AI systems. Savage notes that those doing AI-related tasks often “call themselves tech workers.” But the question of whether AI can support a broad range of middle-class jobs depends on the policy choices we make.
Fourth, when it comes to the use of AI by military, border control, or police departments, we need to ensure that meaningful human control is maintained in the use of all weapon systems. Intrinsically human qualities like empathy are invaluable to any complex ethical decisions. Meaningful human control as a standard also ensures that there is a pathway toward holding people accountable, and that no one can ever simply evade responsibility by blaming a machine for an unjust arrest, injury, or even loss of life.
Trump’s secretary of defense Mark Esper released principles for the Defense Department’s AI use calling for its development to be “responsible,” “equitable,” “traceable,” “reliable,” and “governable.” There was no mention of protecting human life. The Defense Department must adopt additional principles explicitly clarifying that any use of AI in military strikes must be used to minimize civilian loss of life and be ultimately controlled by humans tasked with meeting that objective. This would ensure that there is human empathy and responsibility involved in the decisions that are augmented by AI-driven intelligence. We should also negotiate a common set of AI rules with other countries to ensure that an AI arms race does not unfold.
Finally, we should commit to a strategy for maintaining our lead in AI development, since it will be a critical technology for the future of our country. John Mearsheimer, one of the leading scholars for international relations, put it to me bluntly:
The United States simply cannot allow China to win this technological arms race. If that were to happen, it would have disastrous consequences for America’s prosperity as well as its security. After all, being on the cutting edge in developing a wide array of new technologies helps fuel economic growth and also helps maintain a first-class military that can protect the national interest. China is no ordinary challenger. Indeed, it has the potential to zoom past the United States and replace it as the go-to country for cutting-edge technologies. America’s future success, in other words, is bound up with Silicon Valley’s future success.
The AI race implicates more than our strategic interests. It is also about values. We do not want China’s AI systems or development approach to become a leading model for the world. China’s model has little regard for privacy, human rights, or individual liberty, as the country has no qualms about building a trove of unlimited data and using it to surveil its own people. The voluminous data which it can obtain given its population, especially without consent, is an advantage for China, as data is the lifeblood of AI. But according to MIT president Rafael Reif, researchers at places like MIT are working on new algorithms inspired by our understanding of the brains of toddlers that make it possible to train computers with much less data. As he memorably put it to me, “a little child does not need to see a billion pictures of cats to recognize a cat.” MIT professor Josh Tenenbaum is a world leader in helping model how the human brain works. His team is “engineering Kant” so that machines can identify objectives based on time, space, and other categories such as cause and effect. If we achieve this kind of breakthrough, then we would go a long way in overcoming China’s data advantage.
Creating new approaches to AI such as Tenenbaum’s is the kind of innovative, scientific project that calls for federal investment. Unfortunately, a bipartisan report authored in 2020 in consultation with former representative Will Hurd and Representative Robin Kelly concluded that China is slightly ahead of the United States in government spending on AI. Our private spending on AI, however, dwarfs China’s, with companies such as IBM, Alphabet, Facebook, Microsoft, and Amazon spending nearly $80 billion compared to the $9 billion spent by China’s AI leaders such as Alibaba, Baidu, and Tencent. The problem is that private investment may not support cutting-edge research that is being done in leading universities, which tends to be less focused on short- or even medium-term market advantage. Big tech also does not have as much of an incentive to pursue new modes of AI thinking that lie outside their revenue models based on heavy data collection. That is why the report recommends increasing the AI budget to $25 billion a year, or about 1.5 percent of the total federal budget. We should couple that increased appropriation with the establishment of a consortium of private industry leaders, government officials, and academic computer scientists charged with developing and implementing a strategic plan to ensure American leadership in AI. By drawing on every facet of our tech leadership, we can develop AI systems that both foster growth and reflect our democratic principles.
THE INFRASTRUCTURE OF TECHNOLOGY
One final challenge for America’s science leadership is to lay the technology infrastructure across the country. China is doing this every day in their country. We should “build back better” not only by fixing our roads, bridges, and airports with as many “shovel-ready” projects as possible, but also by constructing the architecture, or hardware, of a digital economy. That would be a grand achievement on par with President Dwight Eisenhower’s creation of the interstate highways.
We need the type of commitment we had in the Apollo era of the space race with the Soviets. As President Biden often emphasizes, back then we spent nearly 2 percent of our GDP on science and technology development, but today we spend only .7 percent. Our past federal investments have fueled revolutionary advances in more than space. Silicon Valley leaders understand that Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency (DARPA) funding led to the creation of the TCP/IP protocol to transmit data in the 1970s that made the internet possible.
At a time when we face climate change, pandemics, rapid AI advances, and a constantly digitalizing economy, MIT economists Jon Gruber and Simon Johnson call for increasing it to a little over 1 percent of GDP with a focus on applied science in cutting-edge fields. China is, at least, at 1.3 percent of GDP. Guber and Johnson estimate that additional federal funding of $100 billion annually will get us in the same ballpark at 1.2 percent of GDP and lead to 4 million new jobs. These would not just be PhDs or engineers, but also construction and manufacturing workers engaged in the project of modernizing America. The Endless Frontier legislation discussed in Chapter 2 is a first step toward achieving this ambitious goal.
Gruber and Johnson propose a list of technologies of the future to capture the public imagination and attract support across the political spectrum because they have the potential to generate distributed jobs and widespread prosperity. The following sections examine several highlights of their list, including the possibilities of 5G, semiconductor manufacturing, and synthetic biology.
DEVELOPING AND DEPLOYING 5G
At a Munich security conference I attended in 2019, Trump administration officials were unified behind the message that other nations must not use Huawei’s 5G technology. A former president of Estonia asked Defense Secretary Esper a pointed question that struck me: “I understand you do not want us to do business with Huawei. But what is the alternative that you are offering?” The answer was nothing. The U.S. had fallen behind on 5G, and we find ourselves at a geostrategic disadvantage vis-à-vis China. If Americans or Europeans rely on Huawei for their internet, there’s nothing stopping the Chinese from stealing our data. Devices from pacemakers to cars, in the near future, will all run on 5G internet, and the question of who controls that infrastructure poses serious national security risks.
So when I arrived back home, one of my first calls was to MIT president Reif, a Venezuelan American engineer. Reif had his team of experts at MIT, led by David Goldston, the former lead staffer of the House Science Committee, put together a short framework for me outlining a potential U.S. strategy on 5G. President Biden would be well served to have leaders like Reif and Goldston working to restore the public’s confidence in the federal government’s ability to undertake moonshot projects.
The issue is that China has a much higher number of 5G smartphone users than the United States and many more 5G base stations and boxes, all produced by Huawei. Because we missed the boat, the U.S. has no domestic 5G manufacturer and relies on Finland’s Nokia, Sweden’s Ericsson, and South Korea’s Samsung for our equipment. The most straightforward aspect of federal policy should focus on the widespread deployment of 5G boxes, which need to be thirty feet aboveground on towers. An investment in installing boxes and building towers would create thousands of well-paying blue-collar jobs in every region and help all Americans access high-speed 5G wireless service.
Our government should also assist American companies that have an interest in collaborating with Nokia, Ericsson, or Samsung on 5G manufacturing, providing generous credits or loans for any production of 5G equipment in the United States. Huawei spends more than $20 billion on research and development annually, with subsidies from the Chinese government. Competitors are at a significant disadvantage if they do not have some assistance from the United States to develop cost-effective alternatives. The most controversial policy aspect is whether we need a single, nationally run 5G spectrum, as senior officials in the Trump administration advocated, or whether we should allocate the spectrum to different American companies. This is a debate that should not be held behind closed doors. What we need is to hold roundtables across the country to explain the trade-offs of having the government build a secure 5G network versus allowing multiple competitors in the free market to drive innovation.
The American public can engage on these issues if we have thinkers such as Reif to make science policy accessible. Part of the blame lies with our academic institutions themselves, where scientists are too often content to talk to other scientists in prestigious journals with insufficient consideration for communicating with the public. Our elite science and technology universities must incentivize faculty to communicate with a general audience and reward those scientists who show great skill in doing so. Public funding for their research obligates leading researchers to consider how to engage respectfully with citizens on policy debates. America can still right the ship on 5G if we invest broadly in its deployment and production, while engaging the American people in decision-making. Our failure thus far is less a result of technological limitation, but one of uninspiring leadership.
SEMICONDUCTOR MANUFACTURING
The United States continues to lead the world in semiconductors, accounting for nearly 50 percent of the global market compared to only 5 percent for Chinese companies. Intel, the world leader in sales, is headquartered in the heart of my district, as is Nvidia. Both Micron and Qualcomm also have a significant presence in the Valley. Although consumer-facing companies like Apple, Google, and Facebook get all the media attention, the semiconductor industry, which produces the chips that power all these companies’ technologies, is the crown jewel of Silicon Valley. There is a reason the Valley takes its moniker after the silicon chip. The challenge for our nation is that currently about 12 percent of chips are manufactured in America and nearly 80 percent in Asia. In 2019, none of the six major fabrication plants (fabs) that opened were in the United States, and four of them were built in China. There is bipartisan concern in Congress about the need to expand our semiconductor manufacturing capacity. This will create high-paying jobs and ensure that our technology infrastructure is not vulnerable to the decisions of foreign actors like China.
The good news is this is the rare area in which Congress is surprisingly competent and forward-looking. In 2020, Representatives Michael McCaul and Doris Matsui led the CHIPS for America Act, bipartisan legislation passed by both the House and Senate that provides massive investment and tax incentives for semiconductor manufacturing. I was proud to cosponsor this bill, which directs the secretary of commerce to create a $10 billion matching fund to help support new fabs in the United States for both prototype and high-volume commercial manufacturing. These fabs will create a wide range of local jobs including workers on the factory floor, lab technicians, and research scientists and engineers. The bill also provides a generous 40 percent tax credit for the purchase of any equipment for semiconductor manufacturing or any investment to build a fab. It sets up $20 billion in programs for advanced semiconductor research and workforce development. This is not a corporate handout, but necessary to compete with other Asian nations that are rolling out the red carpet to attract semiconductor companies to their shores.
What enabled CHIPS to succeed? The key was McFaul and Matsui’s decision to include their bill as part of the FY2021 National Defense Authorization Act. They successfully made the argument that building semiconductor fabs in the United States is a national security imperative. CHIPS also enjoyed broad support from my colleagues on the House Armed Services Committee, because they were convinced that new semiconductor manufacturing jobs would be spread out in many congressional districts. It provides a model for how, even in polarized times, it is still possible to get things done to improve American competitiveness and create twenty-first-century jobs.
SYNTHETIC BIOLOGY
The scientific process of using biological material to produce food, energy, consumer products, and medicine is potentially transformational for our economy and can even help us tackle climate change. We now can understand the component parts of organisms in detail and synthesize those parts into new products. With synthetic biology, now a $4 trillion market, we can lower emissions by reducing the need for plastics that are made of oil and gas. In addition to the environmental benefits, the new industry has the potential to create hundreds of thousands of new manufacturing jobs, including in rural America.
John Cumbers, the CEO of SynBioBeta, a consortium of leading synthetic biology entrepreneurs and investors, proposed a “Bio-Belt” through middle America. He believes that wherever there is “abundant land,” biomass can be made into valuable products. Cumbers wants the United States, not China, to lead in this new industry. The truth is the U.S. was the first to develop this technology and invested more than $800 million from 2008 to 2014, thanks to funding from the National Science Foundation and the Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency. Since then, other nations have been catching up. According to experts Cumbers regularly consults, China has built more than a hundred life science parks with biotech incubators and large fermentation plants. It has a goal of growing the sector 15 percent every year, while investing billions in research and development and the necessary infrastructure. In such an important field, we need to increase our investment in biotechnology laboratories, factories with fermentation technology to turn microbes into products, and workforce development. We also should offer tax credits for investments in research and development and provide incentives to those who purchase from American suppliers.
The task of building support in Congress for these policies depends on linking the work being done by PhDs at Stanford and MIT with new job opportunities in left-behind communities. As with other rapidly advancing fields, calls for increased investment in science are likely to fall on deaf ears if the prosperity is concentrated in districts like mine. As elementary an observation as this is in a nation where 435 members of Congress shape federal policy, it is often lost on the most brilliant minds who come seeking support on Capitol Hill. Regardless of their sophisticated PowerPoint decks showing the rate of return or job multiplier impact of their research, they are not exempt from the messiness and accountability of democracy.
For that matter, we should also consider the ethical implications of synthetic biology. Despite all of its promise, there are a range of concerns, from dangers surrounding the weaponization of the tools of synthetic biology, to the ethical quandaries that accompany the ever-increasing ease in altering DNA, to the displacement effect that the industry’s advances could have on other areas of the economy, disrupting livestock farmers, chemical manufacturers, and others. These concerns don’t necessarily overshadow the promise that advances in synthetic biology have to offer, but they do underscore the importance of tying our scientific pursuits to the principles of democracy.
The search for knowledge and control over our environment are noble endeavors. Those who dedicate their lives to these pursuits deserve our respect and admiration. But in a world where so much is in flux, where change itself can be threatening, scientists and technologists must be participants in our democracy and work with humility to influence our culture. Science, at its best, should endeavor to challenge and enrich public opinion without harboring the false and counterproductive expectation of dictating its course.
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DECENTRALIZING FOREIGN POLICY
One of my proudest moments of political advocacy happened when the Bucks County Courier Times ran my essay titled, “Read This 14-Year-Old’s Lips, George.” Mrs. Raab, my ninth-grade teacher, challenged us to submit our papers to the local paper’s op-ed section. My piece argued that the first Gulf War was not worth fighting to secure oil or for “balance of power” politics, but only to vindicate international norms of sovereignty. I remember being convinced that the president or his senior advisors would read my essay once it got into the local paper. Now, even as a member of Congress, I understand how hard it is to get the attention of the White House; it takes more than a well-timed op-ed, even in the Washington Post or New York Times. But the memory of my ninth-grade op-ed lingers, kindling a flickering belief that anyone in this country can have a say, even on the weightiest decisions of war and peace.
Today’s fourteen-year-olds are doing far more than writing opinion pieces in their local papers. They are creating viral posts demanding bold action on climate change, speaking out about human rights abuses in Yemen, and reminding leaders about our obligations to refugees, the global poor, and immigrants. They are organizing walkouts during the school day, starting online petitions, coordinating virtual advocacy days, and creating memes that capture the attention of celebrities, journalists, politicians, and other social media influencers.
The internet has empowered more than students. Millions of ordinary Americans now have an opportunity to participate in conversations traditionally reserved for a rarefied and seemingly impenetrable foreign policy community. This final chapter considers the impact of the digital revolution on how we treat people outside the United States and new ways they may respond to us. We have looked thus far at how to respect dignity in a digital age domestically by focusing on distributing jobs, empowering workers, cultivating our freedoms, protecting online rights, creating deliberative forums, and including a multiplicity of voices in science policy. In this chapter, we’ll consider issues of global justice. The argument is that we may be able to advance the dignity of people around the world as a wider spectrum of American citizens weigh in on issues of national security, war and peace, and the need to build transnational public spheres.
EXPANDING THE NATIONAL SECURITY CONVERSATION
In 2020, my most viral tweet posed the question: “What would make you feel safer right now: more aircraft carriers or $2000/month in your pocket?” At the end of 2020, Congress overrode President Trump’s veto on the $740 billion dollar Pentagon budget, but only passed a Covid-19 relief bill with $600 checks. Republicans in Congress said we couldn’t afford $2,000 for Americans making less than $75,000, even though we could continue to spend hundreds of billions on our military. This was an example of the Beltway being out of touch. Friends and family in the Bay Area, Pennsylvania, and Ohio were more concerned about the threats from microbes at the time than threats from missiles or attacks from Russia, China, or Iran. They wondered how it was possible that our Navy could detect the smallest mines in vast oceans, our Air Force could detect any movement into our airspace, our Army could detect weapons caches in tunnels in the most remote mountainous areas of Afghanistan, yet we lacked the infrastructure to detect a lethal virus infecting millions of people right here at home.
It is not science fiction to imagine how we could have had the infrastructure in place to prevent Covid’s rapid spread—and we can still build that infrastructure to keep Americans safe from the next pandemic if we treat these diseases as the national security threats they are. In fact, the National Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases (NIAID), where Dr. Anthony Fauci has served as director since 1984, has a program to develop a portable diagnostic needle that clinicians could use to detect almost any virus, including the one that causes Covid-19, within two hours. In the best case, this could lead also to the development of at-home tests that could be deployed at scale quickly. They also have a program to develop a few broad-spectrum antiviral therapeutics to help defeat any new virus as soon as it is discovered. One would think that a nation that spends $740 billion annually on defense would invest a sizable amount in these two programs. We do not. We have only been spending about $100 million annually in each program—less than a quarter of what the Pentagon spends on its musical bands each year.
Imagine if we increased the funding tenfold to $1 billion each. It still would be a fraction of our annual defense budget and the $16 trillion that the pandemic is expected to cost the U.S. When we talk about expanding the definition of national security, programs like these to keep people safe in their day-to-day lives should have the same priority as building new ships or aircraft carriers. Our nation’s incredible mobilization in developing vaccines for Covid-19 in less than a year demonstrates that our government can collaborate with the private sector to produce breakthroughs. In this case, Congress appropriated funds for procurement contracts which helped pharmaceuticals with early manufacturing, and National Institutes of Health (NIH) scientists made key underlying discoveries for some of the vaccines. This success has increased public confidence and support for critical scientific endeavors. President Biden’s success in getting the vaccine into the arm of every American who wants it has also helped increase people’s faith in the competence of the government to tackle large projects.
Our interconnected world has meant American scientists have worked with other countries to tackle the pandemic. As fraught as the U.S. relationship is with China, it was a Chinese scientist who shared the original sequence with the rest of the world. According to Time magazine, Professor Zhang Yongzhen did so without notifying the Chinese government, any international governing body, or the U.S. He collaborated with Professor Edward Holmes, a colleague in Australia, who posted the research online on January 11, 2020, on virological.org. Many scientists at NIH admit that it was a game changer to have access to that sequencing so early. Yongzhen and Holmes’s research formed the basis of our early testing and also jump-started our vaccine research. That said, Zhang’s contribution should not obscure the fact that China may have developed the virus in the first place. Any collaboration with Chinese scientists must be grounded on principles of complete openness and transparency.
Today, nonstate actors are also involved when it comes to the distribution of the vaccine to the global poor. The Gates Foundation committed $100 million to COVAX, the World Health Organization’s initiative to ensure global equity in vaccine distribution. Development officials from the foundation have been more engaged in that effort than our own government.
The decentralization of foreign policy is not just about giving American citizens more of a say in our foreign policy decisions. It also is about empowering them to collaborate with people across the globe to solve global problems and step in when national governments and their diplomats have been paralyzed. An expanded vision of national security includes an expanded role for citizens on the world stage.
BLOATED DEFENSE SPENDING
Defense, which has consistently been more than $700 billion in the past few years, is more than 50 percent of our discretionary federal budget. It is significantly higher than it was during the height of the Cold War even with President Reagan’s defense buildup, when it reached a peak of $610 billion in 1985 adjusted for inflation. We currently have about eight hundred military base sites in about eighty countries. Meanwhile, the entire NIH budget of $40 billion is less than 3 percent of our discretionary budget and the entire Centers for Disease Control (CDC) budget of $8 billion, less than 1 percent.
There are specific areas where cuts can reduce waste, such as the Overseas Contingency Operations fund (OCO). What started out as a pot of money for our wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, OCO has become a Pentagon slush fund, as even President Trump’s former acting chief of staff called it. We’ve spent almost $2 trillion since 2001 in OCO and it has ballooned in recent years because it’s not constrained by discretionary spending limitations from the 2011 Budget Control Act. OCO is almost $70 billion, meaning if it were its own federal agency, it would be the fourth largest, only behind the Department of Defense itself, Health and Human Services, and the Veterans Administration. The Biden Administration relabeled OCO funding as “enduring requirements” for war and as part of the base budget, but they did not make any meaningful cuts. We should reduce these reserve funds for fighting endless wars to save tens of billions a year.
Another area to cut back is on the cost of building new nuclear weapons. The U.S. plans to spend more than a trillion dollars just to modernize our nuclear arsenal over the next thirty years. There are ways to save tens of billions of dollars that won’t impact our nuclear deterrence posture. I’ve championed one that focuses on our ground-based nuclear weapons, better known as ICBMs (intercontinental ballistic missiles). According to the Department of Defense’s public statements, we currently have four hundred ICBMs, named the Minuteman III, which were first deployed in 1970. The Air Force plans to do away with the Minuteman III missiles and replace them with new ones, the Ground Based Strategic Deterrent (GBSD), that could cost more than $100 billion. Instead of making new ICBMs, we should just extend the life span of the Minuteman III, which would still deter potential attacks while saving us almost $40 billion over the next twenty years. Plus, ICBMs are less secure than nuclear weapons when on U.S. submarines because their location is known and they can be destroyed more easily. It is not strategic for the U.S. to invest in building new missiles with the same vulnerability. When I offered a provision in the annual National Defense Authorization Act markup to freeze funding for the GBSD and transfer it to Covid-19 response, despite the support of Chairman Adam Smith and former secretary of defense William Perry, only twelve of the fifty-six members of the House Armed Services Committee supported it, underscoring Beltway thinking on national security priorities.
Digital activism that challenges excessive Pentagon spending, unfortunately, does not typically reach the most critical American constituencies. Sunjeev Bery, executive director of Freedom Forward, a human rights organization, shared with me that foreign policy reformers often “get seduced by the experience of generating public support and amplification” from those already sympathetic to their cause. Even if a tweet may be shared tens of thousands of times, that does not mean a significant number of voters hear the message, let alone in districts represented by members on the Armed Services Committees. To build a broad coalition, online activists must respect the thousands of high-paying defense jobs that are at the center of economic activity in many local communities, assuring those communities of their continued and vital role in building a twenty-first-century American defense. We also should acknowledge the importance of funding DARPA (only about $3.5 billion) and other defense-related research and development that has spawned entire new industries. Any proposed cuts should be narrowly targeted to go after waste, monopoly profits, excessive executive pay, and overseas interventions—not strategic initiatives or benefits for military families. Bery believes a central challenge for true decentralizing foreign policy is to create online spaces that encourage nuanced public discussion with an understanding of local culture and local economies, not just broad-based Twitter pronouncements.
Nonetheless, online activism about bloated defense budgets is having an impact on Congress. In 2020, inspired by grassroots mobilization, Representatives Barbara Lee and Mark Pocan created the Defense Spending Reduction Caucus, committing to responsible cuts in the defense budget. An amendment introduced that year to cut the budget by 10 percent received ninety-three votes, which was nearly half of the House Democratic Caucus. Such amendments in prior years typically received fewer than thirty votes and from only the most progressive members.
The digital age has increased the scrutiny on defense contractors that rip off the American taxpayers by charging monopoly prices. The price-gouging lines the pockets of defense executives. The average CEO pay of major defense contractors is more than $20 million, and the average senior executive pay is $5 million, subsidized by our taxes. I led a bipartisan hearing on the House Oversight Committee with the support of Republicans Jim Jordan and Mark Meadows, two of Trump’s closest allies, to demand that TransDigm reimburse the government for overcharging for military parts including cables, valves, rings, motors, and disks. TransDigm had a business model of acquiring smaller suppliers and then raising the price once they became a sole contractor. Unfortunately, this practice is common at the Department of Defense. A report found that the department “did not compete” in “67 percent of 183” major contracts for weapons and parts acquisition.
Matt Stoller, a fellow at the Open Markets Institute, called attention to TransDigm’s transgressions based on the investigative work of the trade publication Capitol Forum. Congress would probably never have been aware of the misconduct if it were not for Stoller’s advocacy to me and others. Journalists at the Intercept and activists also began to raise the issue publicly, putting pressure on the company to take responsibility. Embarrassed by the Congressional Oversight hearing, TransDigm agreed to reimburse the government $16.1 million, a fraction of their excess profits. The incident highlighted the potential investigations that defense contractors face in a world where information is hard to contain, and nontraditional journalists can disseminate the results of their work.
The goal for the defense budget should be to addresses the modern, safety needs of Americans. There certainly have been times this century when military force was required such as striking Al Qaeda in Afghanistan after 9/11 and preventing ISIS from establishing a caliphate in 2014. But we should not build nuclear weapons we do not need or overspend on defense contractors at the expense of broader national security priorities such as keeping us safe from pandemics. Our focus should also be on cybersecurity, which can be a source of new good-paying jobs in defense towns. While cybersecurity for our most sensitive weapon systems is now part of our national security strategy, we need an operational plan to address the cyberthreats that impact Americans in their daily life.
MANHATTAN PROJECT FOR CYBERSECURITY
As a former presidential appointee at the Commerce Department during the Obama administration, the 2020 SolarWinds cyberattack on our federal agencies caught my attention. SolarWinds is a public company that supports the IT operations and security for many large corporations and government agencies, and their system was hacked by suspected Russian spies who were able to read the emails of Commerce, Treasury, Justice, and Energy Department officials for months. The attackers added malware, a malicious software, to a SolarWinds product so that when the company offered a routine product update, many existing customers were compromised and the spies gained unauthorized access to their accounts. Although there are no reports that the attackers obtained classified information, they did see extensive correspondence, documents, files, and personnel information. The real danger is not just that they obtained sensitive information, but that they could have manipulated the data itself to confuse American policymakers.
If our federal government is this susceptible to cyberattacks, consider the broader vulnerability of the American public. We saw a glimpse of the potential devastation when the Colonial Pipeline in Texas was hacked by a Russian-based cyber-hacking group called DarkSide. This led to cars lining up at empty gas stations across the Southeast as gasoline shortages plagued our nation. It was reported that Colonial Pipeline ended up paying the hackers $5 million to get back online. Imagine if this was a government-linked hacking group, or an adversarial government itself, whose goal was not just money, but to destabilize and seriously harm our country.
Almost every American business fears cyberattacks, interrupting their ability to operate. While the U.S. military will protect Americans from a ground invasion or missile strikes, there is no cyber force to protect them from online attacks. No security force patrols the internet looking for hackers that threaten local communities or individual businesses. It is not possible, moreover, for the U.S. to bar potential adversaries from using encryption to access our networks. Unlike China, our constitutional values prohibit building a firewall against encrypted communication or banning it altogether. So American businesses are largely on their own to defend themselves in a world filled with online threats.
Technical solutions exist to protect against cyberattacks. Alex Aiken, one of the nation’s leading computer scientists at Stanford University, argues that software verification can ensure that all points of vulnerability are protected through mathematical proof. Think about this way: Before moving into a home, we don’t just test whether the doors have working locks, but we also rely on the verification provided by home inspectors of every structural element that prevents someone from easily breaking in. Similarly, when the entire structure of software is verified as secure and protocols are adopted for those interacting with the software, it drastically reduces the threat of a cyber invasion. Cutting-edge research for software verification is being sponsored by the Department of Defense, but currently is used in less than 1 percent of software given the cost. It also is typically used for only 100,000 lines of code when most elements of critical infrastructure such as a power plant or utility company require millions of lines of code. This is not an insurmountable burden but one that requires additional and meaningful investment in R&D.
Another notable cyberattack, the 2008 Buckshot Yankee one, compromised many military computers, for which the Defense Department implemented stringent cybersecurity standards for defense contractors as a result and set up a U.S. Cyber Command to enforce them. Herb Lin, an expert in cyber policy at Stanford, maintains that we need a stronger framework to protect other government agencies and private sector actors that currently do not have the Defense Department software standards. While they do not need to be as robust as the standards protecting our most sensitive weapons systems, the status quo is unacceptable.
President Biden should call for a Manhattan Project focused on cybersecurity. Five immediate reforms would help protect Americans online. First, any government contractor such as SolarWinds and any public company should be required to develop a cybersecurity plan consistent with the National Institute of Standards and Technology (NIST) framework, detail its implementation, and file it with the Department of Commerce. Currently the NIST guidelines are voluntary with no accountability for compliance. Second, when a cyber breach occurs, there must be civil liability for any company that does not live up to the terms of its NIST plan. A liability standard would incentivize companies to include cyber experts as part of software design teams as opposed to bringing them on as an afterthought after a product is completed. Third, the default setting in any software should have all the cyber protections active. Currently, when software is sold to customers, including to critical infrastructure companies or agencies, the cyber features are often turned off so they don’t interfere with customer convenience or ease of use. With today’s threats, security must take precedence over convenience. Fourth, we should allocate funding to the Department of Homeland Security for cutting-edge research on cybersecurity, including for safeguards against quantum computing which can break encryption. Finally, the Department of Commerce should provide small- and medium-sized businesses with grants and technical expertise to assist in developing and implementing cybersecurity plans. This basic vision for cybersecurity is foundational in a digital age when businesses and individuals are vulnerable to attacks with almost every online interaction.
MOBILIZING AGAINST ENDLESS WARS
Prominent cable news hosts who tweeted about the humanitarian catastrophe in Yemen during the day, privately apologized to me for not having segments about it on their news programs at night. I realized early on in my advocacy to end the U.S. involvement in the war in Yemen that it was far easier for me to get on television to discuss Trump’s latest tweet or the intraparty Democratic squabbles than to discuss the millions of Yemeni civilians who were on the brink of famine. Producers told me that viewers changed the channel when images of American-made bombs dropped on school buses, or starving Yemeni children flashed on-screen. Most of the public education about Yemen thus took place online with grassroots organizations such as Just Foreign Policy, Win Without War, and MoveOn. They initiated petitions and email campaigns where hundreds of thousands of American citizens called on members of Congress to stop U.S. support for the Saudi bombing campaign in Yemen. Celebrity activists like Eve Ensler, Mark Ruffalo, and Alyssa Milano first learned about the Yemen disaster on social media, and then engaged in effective digital marketing to wake Congress up from our slumber.
Digital organizing changed American foreign policy in Yemen. As a freshman member of Congress back in 2017, I saw this unfold after introducing the Yemen War Powers Resolution to stop all military support to the Saudi-led coalition fighting a war in Yemen. At the time, no senior House Democrat wanted to touch the issue because it would have forced a vote when our caucus was split about the strategic value of the Saudi relationship: the Saudis hosted American bases, served as a check against Iran, and purchased American weapons. House Democrats also disagreed about whether providing military support to the Saudis constituted engaging in hostilities that required congressional authorization. Because of online organizing, we succeeded in getting a compromise resolution passed through the House recognizing the U.S.’s unauthorized role in the war. Often activists had more knowledge, gathered from online sources, about our involvement in Yemen than many of the members of Congress or their staff.
Successful passage of the compromise House resolution convinced Senator Bernie Sanders to introduce the War Powers Resolution in the Senate. Then, for a period of nearly two years, Senator Sanders and I introduced the Resolution time and again, as well as related amendments, slowly widening the coalition of supporters. Each effort saw more members of Congress and senators come aboard. While our staff, such as Geo Saba, Keane Bhatt, and Kate Gould, deserve credit for working the halls of Congress, they would be the first to attest it was targeted digital petitions and online outreach that convinced members to support our effort. As Stephen Miles, executive director of Win Without War, put it, “the internet supercharged our work for peace, making rapid mass mobilizations possible.” Some online activists even supported primary challengers to those members who initially refused to take a strong stand against the Yemen war.
The dam protecting the U.S.-Saudi relationship finally broke after the high-profile murder of journalist and U.S. resident Jamal Khashoggi. The evidence suggests that the Saudi government plotted his assassination precisely because of his withering criticism of his government’s war in Yemen, including as a columnist for The Washington Post. On the Hill, the outrage was bipartisan and swift. Too often, however, a surge of outrage in Washington gives way to returning to the status quo. The difference in this case was the digital and organizing infrastructure that Yemen activists had built. They were able to flood members’ social media accounts and offices with viral images and articles about the suffering of Yemeni women and children at the hands of the Saudis. Digital platforms may have given thousands of activists a voice, but what made them effective is linking their advocacy with a sophisticated understanding of the traditional levers of power on the Hill.
Just a few weeks after assuming the speakership, Nancy Pelosi brought the War Powers Resolution to the House floor where it successfully passed. When the gavel dropped and the resolution passed, I couldn’t help but think back to my fourteen-year-old self. My ninth-grade teacher probably would not have imagined that I would go from penning an op-ed addressed to the president about the Iraq War in 1991 to one day working with the speaker of the House and Congress to legally direct the president to remove U.S. military support from a war in the Middle East. This time my efforts certainly received the attention of the president. The legislation received President Trump’s second veto of his presidency. Online organizing had broken through to the highest echelons of power with only a supporting role from mainstream newspapers, think tanks, foreign policy hands, or for that matter, politicians. Although President Trump vetoed the legislation, the administration voluntarily stopped refueling Saudi planes as a response to pressure from the Hill. Martin Griffiths, the United Nations special envoy for Yemen, believes that it paved the way for the cease-fire in Hodeida, a strategic port city in Yemen, and set us on the path to end U.S. involvement in the war. Digital organizing secured a place in modern history by standing up for human rights and establishing a precedent for influencing decision makers.
Online activism on matters of war and peace has also shattered conventional political alignments, resulting in my issue-based partnerships with Freedom Caucus members to prevent war in Iran and end the 1950–53 war in Korea. Some Republicans who I worked with are President Trump’s staunchest allies and, to my dismay, voted against certifying the results of the 2020 election. Many pundits wonder how we manage to even converse, let alone work on legislation together. What I have found is that there is a passionate conservative base that believes our entanglements overseas have cost us lives, divert resources and attention from our focus on China, and prevent us from taking care of our needs at home. The foreign policy establishment that fumbled our way into a twenty-year war in Afghanistan and colossally blundered in Iraq faces a popular revolt from both the right and the left. Some of my most interesting and provocative Twitter threads are ones where I tagged Republican members about avoiding another Middle East war or bringing home our troops from Afghanistan. These rare moments pierced social media bubbles, where those who typically attacked me as a California progressive cheered on my advocacy for restraint and taking on bloated defense spending.
The amendment to the National Defense Authorization Act to restrict President Trump from waging war in Iran passed the House overwhelmingly with 251 votes, including 27 Republican members, in 2019. Even though the amendment was ultimately stripped in the defense bill that went to the president’s desk, it served as a counterweight to the pressure that Trump was facing within his own administration from Secretary of State Mike Pompeo and National Security Advisor John Bolton to escalate the Iran conflict. A number of House Republicans had personally spoken with President Trump about our amendment, and Trump was well aware that support for another Middle East war was waning in Congress. The advocates for military restraint had come a long way from the days when a bipartisan Congress overwhelmingly gave both President Bushes authorization for their Iraq wars. I have no doubt that advocacy groups, which derive power from their email lists and digital organizing on social media, had an impact. On the Democratic side, Speaker Pelosi and House Armed Services chair Adam Smith both acknowledged the role of online organizing by Win Without War, MoveOn, and VoteVets in securing support from caucus members. On the Republican side groups such as Concerned Veterans for America, FreedomWorks, and the Koch-backed Americans for Prosperity launched online campaigns targeted at the Freedom Caucus to stand up for nonintervention. Although digital organizing, like canvassing or rallies, is sometimes driven by large financial investments and should not be misconstrued as an organic barometer of public opinion, it has undeniably provided millions of Americans a voice in foreign policy decisions that historically have been decided by an elite club inside the Beltway.
Before the pandemic struck, Representative Andy Biggs and I were supposed to travel to South Korea together to meet with President Moon Jae-in and strategize about a resolution to the conflict on the Korean Peninsula. Many Americans do not know that we have not formally ended the war with North Korea—we only have a cessation to the Korean War with an Armistice Agreement in 1953. Biggs and I supported both Moon’s and Trump’s call to have a formal peace agreement with North Korea, with a view that this would make North Korea feel less threatened and might allow for more collaboration and oversight on denuclearization measures. My approach was influenced by my conversation with former president Jimmy Carter. One of the honors of my life was traveling to Atlanta for a forty-five-minute meeting with Carter, where he recounted in precise detail his meeting with Kim Il-sung, Kim Jong-un’s grandfather, in 1994 and a framework they proposed to bring peace and denuclearization. Carter recounted that he was “a submarine officer in the Pacific during the Korean War,” and the issue was personal to him. His central thesis was that North Korea seeks respect and recognition by the U.S. He was initially hopeful about the Trump administration’s efforts to engage them and encouraged me to travel to the Korean Peninsula with a Republican counterpart to bring more specificity and coherence to our efforts.
While leaders like President Carter provide the vision for a reimagined foreign policy toward North Korea, they have a mobilized online community to back them up with groups like Women Cross DMZ. Founded in 2014, the organization is a global online movement of women mobilizing for peace on the Korean Peninsula. They reached out to Biggs and me as well as scores of members of Congress to advocate for diplomacy. Through their efforts, we were able to secure fifty-one cosponsors, including Gregory Meeks, the new chair of the House Foreign Affairs Committee, for a House resolution calling for a formal end to the war. What online activism can do, especially when global and diverse in composition, is provide muscle behind dissenting and alternative approaches to foreign policy hotspots. There is, of course, danger that shallow populism or online conspiracies may subvert thoughtful foreign policy, which I will explore in the next section. For now, it is worth noting that citizen engagement can often challenge generational assumptions about conflicts. With grassroots support, members of Congress feel more comfortable crossing party lines and working toward outreach and diplomacy rather than defaulting to status quo thinking about the world’s hot spots.
MULTIRACIAL AMERICA AND GLOBAL DIGNITY
It would be naive to assume that greater public involvement in foreign policy or more public exposure to people around the world, facilitated by the internet, will always translate into support for pluralistic democracy. In fact, the rise of nationalism and xenophobia casts doubt on whether decentralization of foreign policy will lead to a dignity-centered approach. The internet globalized parochial populism. It facilitated an international following and networks for Trump’s movement decrying immigrants, touting traditional culture and religion, and rejecting international institutions. Trump’s supporters found common cause with populists on the right like Bolsonaro, Netanyahu, Le Pen, Orban, Farage, and Modi, and are determined to subvert a cosmopolitan view of the world with a transnationalism that is, ironically, grounded in affirming and celebrating national identity. Steve Bannon, a chief strategist for Trump, has described this as a “global tea party movement” committed to “right-wing populist nationalism” that will take on the “party of Davos.”
Tech utopianism that advanced the view that the internet would facilitate global peace and human rights underappreciated the need for nations to do the hard work of cultivating liberal, democratic values in their people. It is not just that states such as China, Iran, and Saudi Arabia abused technology to suppress human rights. Even within democracies, populist movements seek allies overseas keen to suppress minority culture and to maintain preeminence for their religion, race, or founding narrative. Internet platforms allow them to participate in transnational groups that reinforce their own prejudices and ignore people who challenge their interpretation of history or worldview. Exposure to difference has not led to respect of difference. The latter must be part of a nation’s educational system, governance bodies, and civic and economic life.
The danger within the U.S. is that a decentralized foreign policy nudges us in the direction of isolationism. While public opinion is turning against endless wars, some of these same citizens challenge our engagement in any effort abroad. The America First movement calls into question foreign aid, supporting human rights in other nations, alliances, trade, international institutions, and multilateral treaties such as the Paris Climate Accords, the Intermediate-range Nuclear Forces Treaty, and the Open Skies Agreement, wondering if the U.S. should be part of the U.N., NATO, and even the World Health Organization during a once-in-a-century pandemic. One of my Republican colleagues in Congress whom I work with on ending forever wars won’t cosponsor any legislation if it even mentions the U.N. Although President Biden is reversing Trump’s approach and reentering these important global alliances, the success of Trump’s movement and lingering appeal should make us vigilant about the fragility of America’s multilateral commitments.
The isolationist strand in American foreign policy is in sharp contrast to an ideology of championing freedom, human rights, and self-determination around the world that is part of our rich history. FDR led our nation not only in defeating economic depression and tyranny, but also in advocating for a postcolonial world. His envoy to India, Colonel Louis Johnson, was the one who advocated for a timeline for Indian independence and Roosevelt repeatedly pressed British prime minister Winston Churchill on the matter. FDR’s worldview was influenced by President Woodrow Wilson, in whose administration he served. As early as 1918, Wilson supported self-determination that inspired Indian freedom fighters like Gandhi and Nehru—which stood in stark contrast to his legacy of racism and support for segregation.
The narrative of the Indian freedom movement and other movements for justice and freedom around the world find themselves flowing through immigrants within our body politic. America is poised to become the first major multiracial democracy in human history. Consider that America’s white (non-Hispanic) population is about 60.1 percent. This is much lower than Canada, which is easily more than 70 percent white. The United States’ diversity also compares favorably with both Australia and the United Kingdom. About 85 percent of Australians today “are descendants of European settlers,” mostly from Britain or Ireland. As of the last 2011 census, 87.2 percent of the population in Britain “were white British.”
What is striking about America post-1965 is that the vast majority of immigrants, like my parents, have been non-European. This is the result of the Immigration Act of 1965 that removed discriminatory quotas for immigration from non-European countries. According to the Congressional Research Service, prior to 1965 the percentage of immigrants and their children who were of European descent was nearly 90 percent, and non-European immigrant families constituted less than a few percent of the total population. Post-1965, half of immigrants coming to the U.S. have been from Latin America and a quarter from Asia. Europeans make up only 15.5 percent of immigrant families. In fact, non-European immigrants and their children comprise nearly 70 million Americans, almost 22 percent of our population.
Given these demographic changes in the U.S., we now have the possibility that new voices might shape a foreign policy agenda that shows basic respect for the rights and aspirations of all human beings. A progressive foreign policy would recognize that the problems of the twenty-first century, whether climate change, pandemics, cybersecurity, or nuclear proliferation, do not lend themselves to going it alone. This vision is perhaps more attainable if we succeed in this book’s central mission of spreading digital opportunity and connecting left-behind communities with thriving metropolises, diminishing the zeal for inward-looking nationalism.
Those involved in setting our foreign policy have a dearth of imagination about including diverse voices to help inform their decisions about different parts of the world. The exclusivity of the foreign policy elite would not be as acceptable in a domestic policy context. Today, we would not condone a situation where Black perspectives were not included in decision-making or where women did not have a seat at the table. Yet the foreign policy world suffers not just from a lack of diversity in senior appointees, but also with their outreach. Policymakers consult a handful of representatives from ethnic communities familiar to the Beltway instead of engaging broadly with diasporic communities. They don’t seek out groups who challenge their ideology and rely too heavily on elites who no longer have a clear image of what life is like in a nation they may have left decades ago. This myopia applies when making policy about South Asia, China, Africa, Latin America, or the Middle East, leaving diasporas grumbling that their adopted nation is oblivious. Whether internet mobilization of America’s diverse communities will pierce through the tightly guarded, self-perpetuating foreign policy priesthood remains an open question.
When I visited the American embassy in India as a law student is forever seared in my mind. An American embassy official shouted at me, “Get out of this line. You are not an American citizen.” Extended family and overseas friends had told me stories about how embassy personnel could be arrogant, but this was the first time I experienced it while I was there to try to help my cousin. My cousin, a student in the States, had lost his green card, and my extended family thought that as a law student I could help. “No big deal, let’s just stand in the long line,” my cousin reassured me after witnessing the incident. “It’s not worth a fight.” He was right—who knows what retribution embassy officials may have exacted on my cousin or what they could have done to make my journey back home more complicated? So I swallowed my pride and stood in the line for noncitizens as an American citizen. Decades later, when I met the U.S. ambassador to India coleading a mission there as deputy assistant secretary of commerce, I recounted this incident in detail, except for the name of the official I couldn’t remember who had insulted my dignity. As more Americans with experiences and cultural sensitivities similar to mine rise to positions of leadership, perhaps our face to the world will become kinder, more tolerant, and humbler. That is the hope. A multiracial America may be more committed to striving for Dr. Martin Luther King’s vision that “we are all caught in an inescapable network of mutuality, tied in a single garment of destiny.”
THE GLOBAL PROMISE OF DIGITAL MOVEMENTS
Although many are familiar with John Quincy Adams’s warning that America “goes not abroad, in search of monsters to destroy,” they overlook his preceding sentence that America’s “heart, her benedictions and her prayers” are with freedom movements everywhere in the world. Adams was not an isolationist: he believed that America should strive to advance the principles of “equal justice” and “equal liberty” but was skeptical about using military force to achieve them. What Adams hoped for was that we could give voice to our ideals, that over time our example may lead to the spread of liberal democracy, that through trade, dialogue, and cultural exchange we could influence people to embrace liberty. The digital age makes Adams’s vision of expressing nonviolent solidarity with democratic movements more possible.
We saw how powerful global solidary movements can be after George Floyd’s murder. Black Lives Matter led protests across the U.S. and sparked “a movement around the world” with protests in many nations. The Floyd protests demonstrated that we are capable of promoting our ideals internationally by setting an example through domestic action. Our mobilizing for racial justice inspired those in Belgium to stand up against their colonial history, in the U.K. against police brutality and statues glorifying slaveholding, in South Africa against human rights abuses, and in Brazil against President Jair Bolsonaro’s arbitrary exercise of power and state violence. It was also remarkable to see how much support the Black Lives Matter protests enjoyed within days from activists in almost every continent, including in Syria, where Aziz Asmar, an artist, painted a mural of George Floyd on a broken wall that was left standing from an air strike on his home. He wanted to express his solidarity with unarmed Black victims of police violence which reminded him of the helplessness of civilians in the brutal Syrian civil war. The internet has made it possible for mass multinational movements to emerge rapidly, without much planning when an incident or speech strikes an emotional chord. These moments provide an avenue to stand up for democratic values without using military force.
Online organizing, however, has not yet been able to overcome repressive regimes like the ones that rule China, Iran, North Korea, and Saudi Arabia. These countries engage in what legal scholar Tim Wu describes as “net nationalism,” using the internet to “promote state propaganda” while banning sources of news or ideological perspectives that contradict state ideology. These authoritarian regimes prevented Black Lives Matter protests from taking hold on a mass scale in their nations or doing so in a way that led to substantive changes. Even democracies such as India have resorted to shutting down the internet to maintain stability and suppress protests. And there is always the use of brute force, where fledgling internet uprisings or expressions of solidarity that led to the Arab Spring in places like Syria stood little chance against President Bashar al-Assad’s brutality, for example.
The philosopher Jürgen Habermas’s hope that “spontaneous and egalitarian nature of unlimited communication [online] can have subversive effects under authoritarian regimes” is severely restricted by the countermobilization of illiberal regimes. China routinely blocks encrypted virtual private networks (VPNs) and prosecutes residents and visitors who use them to try to get around blocked websites. While some hold out hope for a wireless, space-based ISP that could allow users to bypass national detection, so far determined states are able to counter such innovations and suppress dissident voices.
We should not, however, despair that the digital age is antithetical to the aspirations of building a global community. There are promising large-scale movements that are organic and citizen based. For example, Purpose is a social impact agency with a mission of building movements for a more open, just, and habitable world, including organizing for racial equity, gun violence prevention, ending global poverty, tackling misinformation on Covid-19, and promoting clean energy and clean air. Its founder, New York–based Jeremy Heimans, previously cofounded Avaaz, a “the world’s largest online citizens’ movement,” which has more than 60 million members and relies largely on petitions and email campaigns, partnering with MoveOn.org and other progressive organizations. Avaaz has mobilized support for the Paris Climate Accords, opposed global media mergers, and provided humanitarian aid to dissidents in Syria and natural disaster victims in Pakistan and Haiti. The group’s advocacy, though, for a no-fly zone over Syria and Libya remains controversial given both would have committed the U.S. to more military intervention in the Middle East. Then there are organizations such as UNITE where I am a member, committed to ending infectious disease around the world, and Unite, founded by Special Olympics chairman Tim Shriver, that seeks to unite Americans with millions around the world to focus on tackling some of humanity’s biggest problems. We need more investment and experimentation in the kind of online spaces that these organizations are creating.
One of the biggest challenges in fostering a global community is building digital infrastructure and capability across the world. While our primary duty is at home, human dignity does not end at our borders, and the inalienable rights of every person are not contingent on their nationality. It is appropriate to look after our loved ones, extended families, communities, and nation first. But we cannot be blind to our broader obligations to the world.
The U.S. should support the “Roadmap for Digital Cooperation,” for example, spearheaded by United Nations secretary-general António Guterres, to build digital infrastructure and digital skills in developing nations. It is not just morally right, but strategically smart. It helps ensure that American values of an open internet are embedded in the global technology infrastructure. Supporting international digital development also makes it easier for people in difficult regions of the world to survive and flourish, especially if it improves economic opportunity which leads, in turn, to less extremism and more political stability. Our first focus must always be on issues of human rights and justice. We must be wary of tech-washing where nations tout their investments in a start-up culture or tech scene to cover up state-sanctioned violence, discrimination, or oppression. But we cannot leave out a conversation about modern economic rights when we discuss the marginalized and oppressed. As we expand our digital capacity in the U.S., we should participate in global efforts to foster innovation hubs for the next generation as a tool for economic empowerment and even conflict resolution.
ON CHINA
The hope that the spread of the digital economy may usher in peace runs into the hard reality of authoritarian China. We need a sober China strategy not clouded by tech utopianism. What the digital age enables is the decentralization of our China policy, giving ordinary citizens, including Asian Americans, a larger say in the bilateral relationship. American public opinion, when informed, is much more nuanced than the hawks who seek a new Cold War.
The American people are not naive. According to polls conducted by the Chicago Council on Global Affairs and the University of Texas at Austin, 55 percent of Americans view China as a “critical threat” and 54 percent said out of any other country, China poses the greatest threat. But only 41 percent support using military force against China in a hypothetical conflict, even though the majority of foreign policy opinion leaders do. Americans are tired of spending trillions preparing for potential war and then politicians turning around and saying we can’t afford to pay for health care, education, and green infrastructure. A paramount objective, then, of our China strategy must be to strengthen diplomatic engagement to prevent conflicts with them in any of the world’s hotspots.
There are seven key principles of a China policy that could enjoy broad public support. First, Americans support cooperation with China where it is in our strategic interest. We should work with China on problems like North Korea, Iran, climate change, and arms control. Washington could learn from the common sense of most Americans who can separate areas for discrete cooperation with China from those of rivalry and competition.
Second, nearly 90 percent of Americans across the political spectrum support standing up for human rights. The more the public has a say, the more human rights will be at the center of any bilateral conversations. The internment of more than one million Uighurs in detention camps, creating a system of slave labor, with some women being systematically raped, tortured, and sterilized, is one of the gravest human rights issues of our time. I’ve cosponsored legislation, the Uyghur Human Rights Policy Act, to sanction Chinese Communist Party officials violating Uighur human rights and block exports from the Xinjiang region made by Uighur slave labor. More than targeted sanctions, we should set an example by expediting Uighur refugees, which could convince other nations to also welcome them.
Third, many Americans understand the economic importance of continuing to protect freedom of navigation in the Asia-Pacific. Nearly $3.4 trillion in trade passes through the South China Sea each year. Any disruption to this trade would cause Americans to feel pain in their pocketbooks. China is setting up fake islands in the South China Sea and laying claim to many islands that regional Asian countries contend belong to them to extend their control over international waters. China knows that with more territory it can control more shipping lanes and international water, particularly in the South China Sea, which contains fishing and 11 billion barrels of untapped oil and 190 trillion cubic feet of natural gas. The U.S. should stand on the side of the facts, but should let a nonbiased international institution like the U.N. settle these disputes amongst the claimants. The U.S. can reduce our Freedom of Navigation exercises if China stops militarizing and reclaiming the disputed islands.
Fourth, if we are to be true to the public’s desire to avoid military conflict, we must deter China from invading Taiwan, which supplies many of the advanced semiconductors that are essential to the critical infrastructure of our digital economy. The best way to do this is to help Taiwan with its investments in coastal defenses and antiship missiles to deter China from invading, especially given that some of Taiwan’s more traditional surface ships and planes are no match for Chinese missiles. The Quincy Institute, a foreign policy think tank, also calls for the U.S. to help strengthen Taiwan’s own industrial defense base so that it is not reliant on outside countries if China were to blockade the country. It recommends continuing to boost economic ties with Taiwan via a bilateral investment agreement and people-to-people exchanges and supporting its observer status and participation in international organizations like the WHO.
Fifth, the American public strongly supports strengthening our alliances. In addition to Taiwan, some of our strongest global allies are in China’s backyard. We should strive to have better relations with Asian nations including India, Japan, the Philippines, South Korea, and Vietnam than China has with them. We have a unique advantage with our strong Asian diaspora. My district is the only majority-Asian district in the continental U.S. so I see how diasporas build these ties economically and culturally. We also should avoid pushing Russia and China into the same camp. We must remain vigilant against Russia’s military incursions and human rights abuses—at the time of writing, critic of President Vladimir Putin and human rights and democracy defender Alexei Navalny had been sentenced to two and a half years in a labor camp. But we should work with Russia on issues of mutual interest like cyber arms control, and on nuclear arms agreements like extending New START, which President Biden did in his first days in office, and reinstating weapons treaties from which Trump withdrew, such as the Open Skies Agreement and the Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces Treaty.
Sixth, we need a balanced economic relationship with China that considers the interests of both our producers and our exporters. For starters, we must prevent their abuses of IP theft, joint venture agreements, and unfair trade that have cost us millions of jobs. At the same time, we should continue to increase access to China’s market that strengthens our agriculture, financial, technology, and entertainment industries and provides cheaper products for our manufacturers and consumers. We also should allow for waivers to IP laws so the developing world has access to life-saving drugs. One way to change China’s unfair practices without triggering a harmful trade war is to condition lifting our existing tariffs and trade restrictions on benchmarks for reducing IP theft and dumping activity. Most important, we must reform the World Trade Organization to include more explicit prohibitions against state subsidies or forced technology transfers which have become hallmarks of China’s foreign policy, as well as strengthen the dispute-resolution system to make it more effective and efficient. The U.S. has won many of the disputes it has brought before the WTO against China, but it needs to have the ability to aggressively bring more cases when our manufacturers are facing an uneven playing field. Our ability to strengthen the WTO and cast China as the outlier of the global trading system depends on coordinating with Europe, Canada, Japan, and India—our leverage is much higher if we act in concert with China’s other major trading partners.
Finally, our real competition is one of technology leadership. Christopher Darby and Sarah Sewall, the CEO and vice president of In-Q-Tel, the CIA’s investment arm, put it well in their recent Foreign Affairs article: “China’s push for technological supremacy is not simply aimed at gaining a battlefield advantage; Beijing is changing the battlefield itself.” China can win the next war without firing a shot, by exporting their technology around the globe, giving them access to data, and the power to set the rules for global communication. Darby and Sewall call for our country to increase investment to compete with China, including funding early-stage start-ups (up to $500 million more a year) and late-stage start-ups (up to $5 billion more a year), particularly in these breakthrough technologies like artificial intelligence, 5G, and synthetic biology. Our ability to win this new century may depend on whether visionary calls for smart public spending that bet on American talent and ingenuity gain sufficient currency in the public debate, versus xenophobic reactions like banning Chinese grad students and plotting for war which becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy.
UNIVERSAL DEMOCRATIC VALUES
My vision for the twenty-first century embraces Amartya Sen’s vision of democracy as a “universal value.” Instead of imposing an external label on Asian cultures from the perspective of an outsider with glaring cultural illiteracies, Sen seeks to work from within those cultures’ traditions and canonical texts to show how they value democracy. If democracy is not simply a Western value but grounded in a respect for human dignity with roots in non-European cultures as well, then a widely shared aspiration for our age is to foster the rise of pluralistic democracies that cooperate across the world.
Digital technology should contribute to achieving this vision. We need an international forum that establishes common standards for an open internet free from government censorship that values privacy, free expression, fair competition, meaningful cross-cultural exchange, distributed opportunity, and protection against violence, misinformation, and human rights abuses. These are the building blocks of a modern, liberal democracy.
A good place to begin to achieve this international approach to the internet is to build upon the transatlantic Trade and Technology Council dialogue that European Commission president Ursula von der Leyen has proposed. The forum, though, should not only include Western nations, but also democratic ones from Asia, Africa, and Latin America. We need such a forum for practical reasons to counter the power of big tech, which has circumvented or brushed off EU enforcement, and prevent a race to the bottom that may undermine democratic ideals. It also must swiftly and decisively address gross abuses, such as a government shutting down the internet to suppress protesters or a governing body using the internet to aid genocide in Myanmar.
There is a deeper reason, however, to establish an international internet governance forum. Much like how properly designed digital platforms can contribute to healing divides within the U.S., they can also foster greater understanding among nations. There is admittedly far thicker institutional, cultural, and economic commonality within a nation-state than between nations partaking in constructive online dialogue and the camaraderie of shared work. Nonetheless, there are opportunities to mitigate the worst kinds of xenophobia online and to encourage the development of digital applications such as Google Scholar that build global communities by advancing shared pursuits. As Anurag Acharya, the inventor of Google Scholar, put it to me, “a smart young researcher in small-town India today can quickly find and learn all that her peers in Cambridge, Berkeley, and Geneva have discovered and can build on it.”
Transnational bodies such as the EU or accords such as the Paris Agreement also would be strengthened with a compelling digital architecture that integrates social media platforms to facilitate dialogue on critical issues among working- and middle-class people across nations. The creation of inclusive, transnational digital spheres, with rich and diverse news sources and robust discussion, is critical to the success of international institutions and global projects. At the very least, ideas originating from an internet governance forum can help shape national public debate so that it is open to new voices and foreign media perspectives.
If one believes, as Habermas beautifully posits, that the act of rational communication itself suggests the possibility for mutual understanding, consensus, and peace, then we should be hopeful that the internet dramatically increases the possibility for constructive communication regardless of distance. Habermas recognizes that the real world of politics is messy, filled with bitter conflicts, self-interest, power struggles, vengeance, and scarcity. His modest hope is that vibrant public spheres, even transnational ones, can nudge government actors in a moral direction. Even as groups self-select online and potentially tune out contrary viewpoints, the digital age has opened up unprecedented opportunities to interact with people around the world. Younger Americans are talking to people in Western Europe, Mexico, India, Russia, and even China with an ease that would have been unimaginable for previous generations who might have received paper mail every few months from an overseas pen pal. Our task is to build, then, the cultural and institutional frameworks, both within our nations and beyond, to ensure that more global conversation moves us in the direction of a more democratic and just world.
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DEMOCRATIC PATRIOTISM
One of the events I most look forward to is the monthly congressional Library of Congress dinner. This is one of the few modern remnants of the type of deliberative salons our founders hoped would find a place on the calendars of members of Congress, with guest speakers ranging from Bill Gates to Annette Gordon-Reed, a leading historian. David Rubenstein, one of the nation’s most prominent philanthropists when it comes to funding civic projects to strengthen democracy in America, moderates these conversations. One dinner sticks out in my mind, when David Blight spoke to us about his masterful biography, Frederick Douglass: Prophet of Freedom. In an exchange I had with him afterward about what Douglass would have said about Asian Americans and recent incidents of hate, he referred me to Douglass’s speech “Our Composite Nationality.” The purpose of Douglass’s 1869 speech was to passionately advocate for the inclusion of Chinese immigrants, while also offering perhaps the most compelling vision for a cohesive multiracial, multireligious America.
Here, drawing on Douglass’s words, I lay out a theory for democratic patriotism that inspires citizens to accept a modern American identity not resigned to rigid tribalism or an attachment merely to the principles of liberalism. Democratic patriotism calls for citizens to have an equal opportunity to participate in building our national culture while embracing a spirit of civility to support a rich plurality of local cultures that make up the whole and to resolve differences based on the specific context and circumstances. Democratizing the digital economy—the central theme of this book—is critical to achieve this vision. We need to empower Americans like Alex Hughes, who is succeeding in a tech job in Paintsville, Kentucky, so that local cultures thrive instead of slipping away, and design digital platforms to be conducive for deliberation and cultural exchange so we can build a shared national purpose.
OUR DIVERSITY AS A BLESSING
What makes Douglass’s vision extraordinary is his synthesis of pluralism and unity in our democracy. He begins by observing that America is “the most conspicuous example of a composite nationality,” adding “our people defy all the ethnological and logical classifications.” As if describing America today, he writes, “In races we range all the way from black to white, with intermediate shades.” He argues it is a blessing that America is “composed of different races.” No race or ethnic group is perfect, suggests Douglass, and the “whole of humanity” is “greater than a part.” Our diversity allows us to harness the talents of different groups, challenges our ideas, pushes us to improve, and perhaps most important, checks the “arrogance and intolerance which are almost the inevitable concomitants of general conformity.” The “greatness and grandeur” of our nation is a result of our dialectic engagement with diverse traditions and modes of thinking.
Douglass confronts directly our ugly legacy of racism. While grappling with the sin of “race pride” that enslaved him and undergirded America’s shameful and unforgivable treatment of Black and Native Americans for generations, he is hopeful that our core principles allow different races and creeds to help shape our national story. What can bind us together as Americans is “a principle of perfect civil equality to the people of all races and of all creeds,” and that people from “all quarters of the globe” share “a common aspiration for rational liberty as against caste, divine right Governments and privileged classes.” Douglass pushes us further, arguing the American identity is defined by more than a commitment to these theoretical ideals. It is richer. He hopes for an America where we “vibrate with the same national enthusiasm” and “seek the same national ends.” He imagines a society embracing a substantive vision of “our science and civilization,” including music, arts, sports, customs, and moral commitments. For Douglass, the ambition to formulate a shared conception of equality and liberty is to be complemented with a broader ambition to formulate a shared national purpose.
In his defense of Chinese immigrants, Douglass argues that we can dismiss aspects of their worldview, but should respect the five-thousand-year-old culture of a people that makes up “one fifth of the population of the world” and contributed to the “progress in civilization” with key inventions such as paper, the compass, and printing. If we build a composite nation filled with immigrants from almost every nation, respecting and learning from each other, then we can be deeply proud and attached to the national culture that emerges.
CULTURAL FLUIDITY
A key attribute of democratic patriotism, building on Douglass’s insights, is that our national “aims and ends” must continually evolve, remaining as fluid as the people comprising our nation, with room for an array of communities. There is no fixed national identity. Our national identity must be a radically democratic process subject to continual debate and examination. This framing also borrows from Habermas’s insight that the public sphere must be open in a multiracial democracy to both new and previously marginalized citizens who “get a voice in public debates” and can shift national culture.
America is ideally defined by what gains cultural ascendancy over time provided that there is equal opportunity for participation in the creation of our identity. Our identity at any fixed point in time, moreover, should not undermine core democratic values, desecrate seminal texts, or rush to repudiate defining moments that shine through the centuries. Today we are characterized by many aspirations: curing cancer; starting businesses in garages; creating world-class movies, music, and art; exploring space; protecting national parks, farmland, forests, and ocean areas; honoring our troops and first responders; inspiring social movements; healing racial divides; achieving athletic excellence; reindustrializing; rewarding hard work; and uplifting local heroes and volunteers who serve their community.
Under a theory of democratic patriotism, the process of identity formation is admittedly fraught with challenges. It is rooted in an imperfect historical legacy, invariably distorted by the preferences of the rich and powerful, and weighted toward long-established narratives. The gradual process of changing culture over multiple generations can, in fact, be a source of comfort to many who are concerned about their way of life slipping away. The deck is, alas, stacked in favor of those who have been free and equal citizens in America the longest. But the task of a democratic society is to be vigilant, during any given time period, about the degree of access people of different backgrounds have to a nation’s political, economic, civic, artistic, and intellectual life which all contribute to culture formation. This undertaking is not simply a matter for the law or for the state, but requires an engaged citizenry committed to pushing for inclusion in every sphere. This is why Douglass speaks of “civil equality.”
In fact, Douglass takes great pains to emphasize that both equality and liberty must be predicates for our composite nation. His insight foreshadows John Rawls’s powerful formulation that “the concept of justice is independent from and prior to the concept of goodness in the sense that its principles limit the conceptions of the good which are permissible.” In the American context, active state promotion or failure to protect the free practice of a specific religion, for instance, violates our conception of both the liberty and the equality that are necessary for a just society. There are many gray areas about what legal, institutional, and even cultural guardrails must constrain the influence of the majority in developing the common good. Our culture’s legitimacy depends ultimately on how well the ideals of liberty and equality are adopted and practiced in various facets of national life, including among the many groups and associations shaping it. We must reject practices that demean people because of their race, gender, or faith. The question of the legitimacy of any aspect of national culture at any period will be a source of vigorous debate.
COWORKER IN THE KINGDOM OF CULTURE
The hope for democratic patriotism, ultimately, is to inspire a “sentiment of patriotism” among all Americans in embracing a richer sense of national purpose that goes further than—while being consistent with—democratic institutions or constitutional norms. We can perhaps ask for more than a Rawlsian consensus among competing traditions about important principles of justice and hope for what he called “a social union of social unions” where different communities harmonize into a national whole and may even coalesce around national projects. Many of us may embrace an expansive national vision, even knowing our own preferences could temporarily lose out. We may share Douglass’s belief that interacting with the “most diverse populations” is a blessing and that what emerges is preferable to living in a nation reluctant to stand for more than a thin, justice-based conception of the common good. A more wide-ranging and immersive American identity can inspire stronger identification and deeper attachment. Ours can be an energetic vision of “fusion” in defining a common purpose, allowing each of us, as W. E. B. Du Bois memorably puts it, “to be a co-worker in the kingdom of culture.”
THRIVING LOCALITIES
As we navigate the difficult task of building a common national culture out of our diversity, the importance of allowing people to flourish in their hometowns becomes even more apparent. Today, a significant number of Americans fear that their culture is fading away, that their values and way of life could be replaced by something that is new and foreign. Over time some national change is inevitable with a changing citizenry, especially in an immigrant nation. Anxious Americans can feel more secure if they can continue to develop the culture they inherited from their grandparents and parents where they live. They need not become, as Arlie Hochschild memorably put it, “strangers in their own land.” This is one reason why the economic revitalization of towns across America is so important. Digital technology allows these towns to come back without having to give up who they are. It allows them to keep their identity while not distancing themselves from modernity. It allows residents like Alex Hughes to develop a new community of coworkers that transcends region, but still maintain a strong connection to generations of the Hughes family who lived in Appalachia. By supporting vibrant local cultures that maintain traditions, we make it easier for Americans of all backgrounds to work toward Douglass’s vision of a composite nationality.
SPIRIT OF CIVILITY
To build a composite nation with a rich plurality of cultures that are not in perpetual conflict requires more than the economic development of local communities. It requires that we embrace a spirit of civility toward ways of life that may not be our own. We lose little—and typically gain much—by respecting the diverse faiths, traditions, and philosophies of communities even if we do not wish to adopt them or advocate that they become part of our national culture. A spirit of civility for the life journey of our fellow citizens goes beyond Rawls’s demand of a duty of civility whereby we must provide reasons and empirical data based on a shared public framework that others can accept to justify our political positions. It asks that we also respect what gives meaning to their life—even if that is different from our own understanding of the world. It calls on us to root for their flourishing as they define it provided their worldview is consistent with the first principles of justice, not a significant imposition, and neither violates our deep commitments nor constitutes something that we detest. We take joy in observing, or even sometimes partaking in, their approach to life. We view cultural differences as potentially enriching and elucidating our own experience as opposed to threatening it.
If we are to develop a genuine sense of justice, of fairness concerning the values and interests of others, as Rawls asks, then we must strive to truly understand their values. If our sense of justice is “continuous with the love of mankind,” as Rawls affirms, then that deep commitment means that we will desire for others to flourish or “to advance the other person’s good as this person’s rational self-love would require.” While love imposes obligations beyond justice, Rawls recognizes that justice itself is rooted in caring fairly about the well-being of others. This may require us to pay attention to more than their material condition or freedom in a democratic society—basic needs which we can respect by complying with theoretical principles.
Nonetheless, Rawls likely would have hesitated to impose a duty of rooting for other worldviews as a requirement of justice, recognizing that a person may believe even certain reasonable ones to be false and not what another’s “rational” self should desire. How could a person be forced to cheer for something which they reject and wish to convert or change? Perhaps, for Rawls, bracketing differences in cultural or religious life and protecting these expressions from state interference is the most we can hope for in a pluralistic society. Joshua Cohen, a student of Rawls, argues that he was inspired by Bodin, who envisioned interlocutors of different faiths loving each other while agreeing to refuse to discuss religion after reaching an impasse. But this is a distant kind of love, walling off the things that matter most. An engaged love means striving to understand another person’s journey and vulnerability in search of truth and appreciating the customs and practices they believe in, even when they do not map neatly on to our worldview.
A spirit of civility stems from intellectual humility—a recognition of the limitations of reason to resolve ultimate issues which creates in us space for openness about how others choose to live while maintaining our own firm convictions about what is good and true. It requires us to look for ways to honor traditions that are important to others unless they are fundamentally inconsistent with our beliefs, recognizing the fallibility of our own approach, and seeking to love that which is deeply important to someone else and, in turn, wishing to be loved in a holistic way. It inspires us to question our own convictions about what may be in someone else’s good and examine if there is any room for engaging fellow citizens where they are at in their life journey as opposed to remaining firmly wedded to our own picture of how their lives should unfold, with all the social distance and distrust that brings. The challenge is when conflicts still arise.
In situations where cultural preferences are in tension, we may choose flexibility in accommodating the important practices of others instead of insisting foremost on strict parity if we come to appreciate the fairness, value for critical reflection, and beauty of a society with many strong traditions. This embrace and celebration of pluralism is a recurrent theme in Douglass’s philosophy. A devout Christian, he teaches us that to “welcome all… of every shade of religious opinion” does not dilute our own faith. “I know of no church, however tolerant; of no priesthood, however enlightened, which could be safely trusted with the tremendous power which universal conformity would confer,” Douglass observes, adding “religious liberty always flourishes best amid the clash and competition of rival creeds.” To this we might add in the modern context in which we live that our faith is strengthened by learning about other traditions and reading their important works.
These are not theoretical issues for me. They speak to my family’s lived experience. When we moved into my childhood home on Amsterdam Avenue in Holland, Pennsylvania, in the mid-1980s, there was chatter on the street about the Khannas. A handful of neighbors were concerned about an Indian family moving in. My father realized quickly what the fuss was about. Every Christmas Eve in Bucks County, our neighbors put out luminarias on their curb. Some thought my family would not, given our Hindu faith. If we did not, there would be a notable gap in the street’s lighting. My father told the neighbors we would put out the candles, and that his faith taught him to respect other holy days. Mom and Dad, in turn, took joy in sharing our food and customs with neighbors and invited them to our own celebrations. They also defended our Jewish neighbors who moved in after us and felt differently about the luminaria.
Years later, this story came rushing back to me, when I was a legal intern for Maryland lieutenant governor Kathleen Kennedy Townsend. One of her senior aides observed my aptitude for policy. He volunteered enthusiastically that I should work on the Hill because I could never be elected as a Hindu. Not to worry though. I could have a brilliant career, he assured me, rising up the congressional staff ladder. I refrained from sending him a note after my election to Congress. But I remember talking to my mother about the incident when it happened, who made me promise then that I would never give up my faith. “That would dishonor your grandfather,” she said. “But don’t worry. It will not be a barrier.”
Like my parents who put out luminarias, many Americans may decide to participate in traditions that residents of a town grew up with and cherish. A recent Pew study found that while fewer Americans consider being Christian or having been born here key to being “truly American,” a majority on both the right and left believe it important to adopt the country’s “customs and traditions.” Each of us knows, deep down, what practices we will never adopt or give up. This balance is different for every individual, every family, and every community. That is why I have suggested that in multiracial, multireligious societies, these situations are highly context-specific and not resolvable based on theory alone. We may be more willing to accommodate, for instance, certain traditions locally than across a very diverse nation.
What matters for the success of the American experiment is the spirit with which we approach these matters and how that spirit is cultivated within us as a people. This is not to gloss over or to be Pollyannaish about the heated conflicts and rivalries that are inevitable in our democracy. Rather, my argument is that the spirit of civility is a principle that Americans of different backgrounds—whether recent immigrants or descendants of our founders—may come to recognize is worth embracing as an ideal that orients our politics. It is a spirit that is rooted in one of the quintessential American traditions of seeking to understand and nurture the different aspirations of freedom seekers from every region of the world who come to our shores.
THE TEXTURE OF NATIONAL IDENTITY
Douglass recognized that a national identity is, ultimately, forged through historical events with power struggles and existential conflicts. It makes little sense for Americans to speak abstractly about equality without understanding our founders’ boldness to chart “a new and more noble course” at the Constitutional Convention, the battles for emancipation, or of what happened in more recent times to John Lewis on the Edmund Pettus Bridge. It is not possible to appreciate the depth of our commitment to freedom without engaging in spirited discussion about Stonewall, Ferguson, and Standing Rock, in addition to Valley Forge, Gettysburg, or Normandy. Nations are not simply philosophical postulates; they have a history of lived experiences that define their principles, traditions, and interests. To think of America as only a commitment to an idea or to hope that we can simply reason ourselves to justice is to miss the specific events, even with different interpretations, that bind people together and add texture to our identity. As Martha Nussbaum puts it, “patriotic emotion” which stirs allegiance to national stories and ideals is rooted concretely in “particular individuals” and “physical places.” We must acknowledge the power of experiential bonds in shaping our understanding of national purpose, while being inclusive in who gets to participate in building them or writing about them.
THE DANGER OF DOMINANCE
There is likely a tension between having a robust national purpose or strong local cultures with certain traditions of hierarchy and fostering true equality for those citizens who live on the margins. What is robust must not become so dominant that it subordinates all our other identities. A central thought in my argument is that there is a wide spectrum in thickness of national or community purpose that may be appropriate for democratic societies. As we deliberate what America will stand for, what our national purpose will be, we should be on guard against drifting toward exclusion.
One danger of a thicker kind of nationalism, as political philosopher Jan-Werner Müller warns, is that the culture could become overbearing and xenophobic. We’ve seen this with the rise over the past half decade of right-wing nationalism now sweeping across the world. In the United States Congress, Representatives Marjorie Taylor Greene and Paul Gosar started an America First Caucus with a draft document calling for immigration to be “curtailed” to those who will assimilate to “Anglo-Saxon” culture and traditions. While condemned even by many Republican leaders including former speaker John Boehner and Representative Liz Cheney, it highlights the potential dangers of supporting a strong national identity. Müller touts constitutional patriotism—where we may not agree on much except constitutional values like freedom and equality—as a possible remedy against such nationalism. The problem is that abstract principles and political institutions in and of themselves may not kindle in a general population the breadth of emotions that shape a national identity.
Douglass answers the dangers of exclusion without dousing, as I have shown, the hope for a fuller American identity. Douglass makes clear that the “right of migration” is a human right that “belongs to no particular race,” and that the Asian, Latin, Middle Eastern, and African races have an equal right, “now and forever,” as the white race to come to the U.S. Most important, he argues that Chinese immigrants should have as equal a chance to contribute to national culture as the English, Africans, Native Americans, Irish, Germans, or French. Douglass argues that a “desire to come” to America is proof, at a fundamental level, of a person’s capability of fitting into the culture and any immigrant’s inegalitarian prejudices or old-world ideas will be subject to the “freer air of America.” While immigrants will likely over time embrace some “popular” customs, they should have an absolute right to “religious liberty,” and to dissent and live a life “true” to their “convictions.” Douglass warns that a thick conception of the common good, nationally or locally, must never morph into ethnocentrism and subjugation.
EMPOWERING ALL OF US
Douglass’s vision informs this book, which, at its heart, is an attempt to imagine how technology can advance democratic patriotism which is predicated on respecting the dignity of every American. The book shares Douglass’s faith that we can be a composite nation—that we can embrace a holistic, resplendent American identity that is more than just a formal contract among citizens. It offers a blueprint for structuring the technology revolution to empower left-behind Americans, regardless of their background, so they have a stronger voice in our economic and political life, build thriving communities, and are on more equal footing to participate in the dynamic process of developing our national culture. It argues that we must be intentional about creating space for artists, retail shops, and local newspapers, as well as for introverted and marginalized citizens, to help shape who we are as a people. It suggests that joint economic projects online and reasoned exchange on digital platforms can help us appreciate and respect differences. We must reduce social distance in our modern economy across geography, race, gender, and class to increase the level of trust in our body politic.
I recognize that technology is just one lens into Douglass’s profound vision, which also requires major structural changes to our political and economic institutions and the inculcation of basic national values. But democratizing the digital economy is an important step in making us equal “co-worker[s] in the kingdom of culture,” building the American identity. Deep down, what inspires my work to spread tech opportunity, what animates my interest in putting forth an Internet Bill of Rights, is doing my part to help us become the inclusive multiracial, multireligious democracy that Douglass believes is our destiny.
Americans are understandably jaded about tech’s promise. Tech companies are seen as manipulating our data to line their pockets. Those not part of the prosperity in Silicon Valley, Austin, Seattle, or Boston wonder what will become of their towns and what are the prospects for their kids. Tech is directly contributing to soaring income inequality. And QAnon and the Capitol invasion are stark reminders of the destructive impact that digital platforms can have on our democracy.
Yet Douglass teaches us not to give cynics the final word. Despite enduring some of the most inhumane treatment during his enslavement, he articulated the most hopeful vision any American has of what our nation can and should be. He dismissed as “gloomy prophets” those who thought that “this Republic has already seen its best days; that the historian may now write the story of its decline and fall.” Douglass knew better. He knew that our journey to be this universal nation, a nation of all nations, was so exceptional that we were just at “the beginning of our ascent.” And as America strives to become the first major pluralistic democracy in world history, I still believe that America is on the ascent.
I believe our incredible diversity makes us the innovation and entrepreneurship capital of the world. I believe we can distribute digital opportunities and new industries in ways that will unleash the potential of millions of Americans if coupled with investments in capabilities. I believe that when we prosper together and respect local communities, we can turn around some of the despair, alienation, and anxiety that grips our nation. And I believe that our digital platforms can be designed in ways that vindicate the power of communication to bridge divides and, at least, begin to address past wrongs. We have more tools and resources at our disposal than Douglass ever could have imagined. Our challenge is to design new markets that foster the productive and creative capability of everyone, not just of the elite who are currently driving the innovation economy. Instead of passively allowing tech royalty and their legions to lead the digital revolution and serve narrow financial ends before all others, we need to put it in service of our broader democratic aspirations. We need to steer the ship, call the shots, and write the chapter that we envision together about technology’s role in the extraordinary American story.
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