
DIGITAL DANGERS 
A Socratic Seminar 

 
 
 

	
	
	
Q. SHOULD WE BE LOGGING OFF LONGER? 
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I was sitting in a large meditation hall in a converted novitiate in central 
Massachusetts when I reached into my pocket for my iPhone. A woman 
in the front of the room gamely held a basket in front of her, beaming 
beneficently, like a priest with a collection plate. I duly surrendered my 
little device, only to feel a sudden pang of panic on my way back to my 
seat. If it hadn’t been for everyone staring at me, I might have turned 
around immediately and asked for it back. But I didn’t. I knew why I’d 
come here… 

 
…[Up until this moment] I tried reading books, but that skill now began 
to elude me. After a couple of pages, my fingers twitched for a keyboard. 
I tried meditation, but my mind bucked and bridled as I tried to still it. I 
got a steady workout routine, and it gave me the only relief I could 
measure for an hour or so a day. But over time in this pervasive virtual 
world, the online clamor grew louder and louder. Although I spent hours 
each day, alone and silent, attached to a laptop, it felt as if I were in a 
constant cacophonous crowd of words and images, sounds and ideas, 
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emotions and tirades — a wind tunnel of deafening, deadening noise. So 
much of it was irresistible, as I fully understood. So much of the 
technology was irreversible, as I also knew. But I’d begun to fear that 
this new way of living was actually becoming a way of not-living. 
 
…And the engagement never ends. Not long ago, surfing the web, 
however addictive, was a stationary activity. At your desk at work, or at 
home on your laptop, you disappeared down a rabbit hole of links and 
resurfaced minutes (or hours) later to reencounter the world. But the 
smartphone then went and made the rabbit hole portable, inviting us to 
get lost in it anywhere, at any time, whatever else we might be doing. 
Information soon penetrated every waking moment of our lives. 

And it did so with staggering swiftness. We almost forget that ten years 
ago, there were no smartphones, and as recently as 2011, only a third of 
Americans owned one. Now nearly two-thirds do. That figure reaches 85 
percent when you’re only counting young adults. And 46 percent of 
Americans told Pew surveyors last year a simple but remarkable thing: 
They could not live without one. The device went from unknown to 
indispensable in less than a decade. The handful of spaces where it was 
once impossible to be connected — the airplane, the subway, the 
wilderness — are dwindling fast. Even hiker backpacks now come fitted 
with battery power for smartphones. Perhaps the only “safe space” that 
still exists is the shower. -- September 19, 2016, issue of New York 
Magazine.  

http://nymag.com/intelligencer/2016/09/andrew-sullivan-my-distraction-
sickness-and-yours.html	
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Google wants to 
cure our phone  

addiction. How 
about that for  

irony  ? 

 

It helped us get hooked on tech, now it 
wants to wean us off – by using more 
tech. Is this about business, not 
wellbeing?  

https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2018/may/10/google-phone-addiction-app 
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“I fear for the world the internet is creating,” [wrote 
Ellen Ullman in a 1998 essay]. “Before the advent of the 
Web, if you wanted to sustain a belief in far-fetched 
ideas, you had to go out into the desert, or live on a 
compound in the mountains, or move from one badly 
furnished room to another in a series of safe houses.” 
These days, she’s still concerned about the damage the 
internet is doing to culture, privacy and civility. NYTIMES 

BOOK REVIEW by J.D. Biersdorfer of Life in Code by Ellen Ullmann 
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/08/17/books/review/life-in-code-ellen-ullman-memoir.html 

 

 … Futurist and emerging technology expert Gray Scott 
agrees that technology may ultimately be the key to helping 
us deal with technology. He’s fond of saying, “Technology is 
a portal inward, not a portal outward.” It lets us see our brain 
waves and understand our physiological responses.  

[Still]…experts agree that adapting to our tech-infused future 
will also need to include something counterintuitive: time 
away from technology.  

… You have to know when to step away from all of this. The 
body, our culture, our species, has not had time to evolve at 
the same rate as technology. You have to give yourself 
some time away from technology and to know how to pace 
yourself,” Scott says. https://www.fastcompany.com/3067233/this-is-how-

you-future-proof-your-brain-against-increasing-distractions 
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How Facebook Deforms Us  

…[Siva Vaidhyanathan, a professor of media studies at the 
University of Virginia is] author of Antisocial Media The title of 
the introduction --“The Problem Facebook is Facebook”--gets 
right to the heart of the matter, and is one of the lines most 
frequently cited in discussions of the book. The platform “cannot 
be reformed at the edges…Basically, there are two things wrong 
with Facebook: how it works and how people use it” – which is to 
say, of course, that Facebook is all wrong.  

The	New	Atlantis:	A	Journal	of	Technology	&	Society	L. M. Sacasas, "How Facebook 
Deforms Us," The New Atlantis, Number 56, Summer/Fall 2018, pp. 82-91  

 

 
The Pentagon’s Push to Program Soldiers’ 
Brains 
The military wants future super-soldiers to control robots with 
their thoughts 
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Thousands Of Swedes 
Are Inserting 
Microchips Under 
Their Skin 
Maddy Savage October 22, 2018 NPR 
 

 
Jowan Osterlund holds a microchip implant in Stockholm in 2017. His company, 
Biohax International, is a leading provider of the devices in Sweden. 
James Brooks/AP 
 
Technology continues to get closer and closer to our bodies, 
from the phones in our pockets to the smartwatches on our 
wrists. Now, for some people, it's getting under their skin. 
 
In Sweden, a country rich with technological advancement, 
thousands have had microchips inserted into their hands. 
The chips are designed to speed up users' daily routines and 
make their lives more convenient — accessing their homes, 
offices and gyms is as easy as swiping their hands against 
digital readers. 
 
They also can be used to store emergency contact details, 
social media profiles or e-tickets for events and rail journeys 
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within Sweden. 
 
Proponents of the tiny chips say they're safe and largely 
protected from hacking, but one scientist is raising privacy 
concerns around the kind of personal health data that might 
be stored on the devices… 

https://www.npr.org/2018/10/22/658808705/thousands-of-swedes-are-
inserting-microchips-under-their-skin 

 

Time to Log Off  

Ian Marcus Corbin, doctoral student n philosophy, Boston College  

The brake lights in front of me pop red, and without thinking I 
pivot my foot to the brake pedal, slow to a stop and reach for my 
iPhone, sliding my thumb to the unlock button like an infant 
swings his open mouth to the nipple. Depending on the light, I’ll 
have 30 to 90 seconds to quickly scroll through Facebook, 
Twitter, or Instagram, or scan through a couple of paragraphs in 
that article I started reading before I left.  

I don’t do this every time I stop at a light, but if I’m thirsty for it 
I’ll do it under almost any circumstances: night or day, snow or 
sun, alone or accompanied. I’ll do it because at that moment I 
am bored, sad, stressed, or lonely, and when I feel that way I 
need your likes, your words and images, my fellow humans, like a 
parched, heaving, desert-crawling traveler needs water.  

If I were unique in this, it’d be scarcely worth writing or reading 
about. But my thirst is ours. The drivers around me bear witness, 
eyes glued down, darting up only to take periodic note of 
conditions outside… 

Ian Marcus Corbin, "Time to Log Off," The New Atlantis, Number 56, Summer/Fall 2018, 
pp. 136-139.  
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… [A] bus full of Protestant tourists [is] visiting Amish country. An 
Amish man is also on the bus, and so the tourists ask him about 
how his people are different from other Christians. The man first 
mentions some obvious similarities, such as wearing clothes and 
liking good food.  

Then the Amish man asks: “How many of you have a television?” 

All passengers raise their hands. 

“How many of you believe your children would be better off 
without tv?” 

Most, if not all, passengers raise their hands. 

“How many of you, knowing this, will get rid of your television 
when you go home?” 

No hands are raised. 

“That’s the difference between the Amish and others,” he 
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concluded. 

The difference, in other words, is that the Amish maintained 
their robust deliberative institutions and norms precisely because 
they have been willing to pay the price of subjecting their use of 
technology to the greater good of sustaining the health of their 
community. The rest of us have inverted the priority, and we 
have paid our own price. 

The	New	Atlantis:	A	Journal	of	Technology	&	Society	L. M. Sacasas, "How Facebook 
Deforms Us," The New Atlantis, Number 56, Summer/Fall 2018, pp. 82-91  
 

 

UT News �The University of Texas at Austin  

The Mere Presence of Your 
Smartphone Reduces Brain Power, 
Study Shows �June 26, 2017  

 
	


