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‘W e are told of late that we must entertain whether technology can be a
racist. Like when Google Photos, in 2015, algorithmically identified

black people as gorillas. Or earlier this year when Microsoft’s Twitterbot Tay,
designed to emulate human conversation by trawling tweets, sucked up racist
nonsense along with everything else and started spouting some of its own. Or
when, in August, Snapchat offered a selfie-altering filter that rendered users as

an offensive Asian caricature.

Of course these things should not, once noticed, stay as they are. (All of the
examples above were altered or taken down.) But are they racist—i.e., evidence

that contempt for racial minorities is the warp and woof of our society still?
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The fact that we are trained to approach such things from that perspective calls
for some words from James Baldwin, someone few consider to have ever gotten
much wrong on race. Here he is in 1962: “I do not know many Negroes who are
eager to be ‘accepted’ by white people, still less to be loved by them; they, the
blacks, simply don’t wish to be beaten over the head by the whites every instant

of our brief passage on this planet.”

To Baldwin, the issue was getting rid of segregation and police brutality, not
cleansing whites’ hearts of all racist sentiment, which blacks of his generation
considered beside the point, not to mention impossible. I suspect many today
concur—-Baldwin’s quote is very Black Lives Matter—but too often we get our
heads turned in unproductive directions. This leads to an obsession not with
racism as an obstacle to achievement, but with racism as a social stain to rub

out; it’s like trying to shame people who don’t recycle or floss.

Machines cannot, themselves, be racists. Even equipped with artificial
intelligence, they have neither brains nor intention. The question worth asking
is whether the people who created a given technology qualify as racists. We can
dismiss the idea that wonks dreaming up these mechanisms deliberately intend
to offend people. No one at Google giggled while intentionally programming its
software to mislabel black people. Microsoft’s engineers were horrified by their
Frankenstein Twitterbot.

All three of these flubs were just that, unintentional outcomes that their
creators were quick to regret and correct. For example, should we expect these
creators to have anticipated that software that codes gorillas as black in color,
and perhaps having fullish lips, might apply the same label to black people?
They may well have assumed that the recognition software was programmed
richly enough to recognize specifically human traits that they needed not worry
about this. To instead take the occasion to flay Silicon Valley for not hiring
enough black people is hasty: Can we really be certain that a design team with

more black programmers would not have made the same flub?



Tay’s programmers, meanwhile, would hardly be alone in underestimating the
TIA&Ee of vicious idiocy on Twitter, and may have assumed that Tay’s being
Keaé'ﬁegﬁl(}ggzam]éutrai questions would not have sparked links to noxious
vitriol. These were, in a word, bugs. Bugs in programs involved chiefly in
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clueless side (and Snapchat is one of the tech companies that rgfuses to report

on the racial composition of its staff). However, cluelessness is not bigotry.

Eyes like the ones used by Snapchat are legion in anime-derived emojis, for

example. A sane person could well assume, although perhaps in haste, that

such a facelet was within the bounds of decency.

Our culture has gotten to the point that we consider it our jobs to say these
mistakes indicate “racism,” with the implication that the designers and the
people who hire them are therefore “racists.” This disproportionate disgust is a
touch medieval in two ways. Imputing bigotry to a computer program is like
imputing a spirit to a tree. And calling a Silicon Valley computer programmer a
racist is like deeming one’s innocent next-door neighbor a witch for being less
than perfect. In a healthier moment there would be more room for saying that

these people simply made a mistake.

Tina Bl ie AT 118 Me SRt caieen Canilld ahdstie BGUHE6F the Monarchy

As all eyes turn to King Charles III, journalist Tina Brown offers some insights on what kind of monarch the longtime heir :
likely to be.

CONTACT US AT LETTERS@TIME.COM.
TIME.com

TIME Ideas hosts the world's leading voices, providing commentary on

Brent Renaud's Detlf Rérifindy Us efehe HigRdo4es Bipussaihgtie ipgeantributions.
Brent Renaud and matgRIHONS G RIRSSed 8ok perssagily deflastithe wisws ok TR EA9H0%s the truth, writes Seba

Junger
TIME.com

China Attacks U.S. Chip Handouts
China says a $52 billion program to expand American chipmaking targets Beijing’s own efforts to build a semiconductor in
TIME.com


mailto:letters@time.com?subject=(READER%20FEEDBACK)%20%27Racist%27%20Technology%20Is%20a%20Bug%E2%80%94Not%20a%20Crime&body=https%3A%2F%2Ftime.com%2F4475627%2Fis-technology-capable-of-being-racist%2F
https://www.time.com/ideas
https://time.com/6229960/twitter-bans-accounts-elon-musk-impersonators/
https://time.com/6213386/tina-brown-king-charles-iii-camilla/
https://time.com/6158433/brent-renaud-death-journalist-risks/
https://time.com/6206951/china-us-semiconductor-chips/
https://traveredpripts.com/624791d8-f7c6-4add-88b0-64f4d6b97c9d?site=timecom-timecom&title=Amazon+Left+Scrambling+As+Prime+Users+Find+Out+About+Secret+Deals&thumbnail=http%3A%2F%2Fcdn.taboola.com%2Flibtrc%2Fstatic%2Fthumbnails%2Fad81f9314d5a24bb5aab753f9cd945c5.jpg&campaign_name=6H_DesktopRON_PureRON_1&utm_content=3572651322&campaign=21425089&click_id=GiAJet7rCyh8l2eqfBWxEoAtpFeCb_NGGAEhK8HpXULbeSDRs1sop-TY5onChIrVAQ&tblci=GiAJet7rCyh8l2eqfBWxEoAtpFeCb_NGGAEhK8HpXULbeSDRs1sop-TY5onChIrVAQ#tblciGiAJet7rCyh8l2eqfBWxEoAtpFeCb_NGGAEhK8HpXULbeSDRs1sop-TY5onChIrVAQ
https://time.com/

