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ABSTRACT
To explain
technologies seem to have, this paper presentsaaytiof

relation to the charisma of past technologies. Thigorical

the uncanny holding power that some perspective highlights the ideological commonalitietween

all of these charismatic objects. It also suggtestsfar from

charismaas attached to technology. It uses the One Laptofbeing a new phenomenon, charismatic technologie® ha

per Child project as a case study for exploring fdatures,
benefits, and pitfalls of charisma. It then contelzes
OLPC's charismatic power in the historical arc dhey
charismatic technologies, highlighting the enduriagure of
charisma and the common themes on which the chad$ma
century of technological progress rests. In clasiity
discusses how scholars and practitioners in huroarpater
interaction might use the concept of charismatititelogy
in their own work.
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INTRODUCTION

been captivating their users and admirers for deszadnd
will likely continue to do so for decades to comée will see
that charismatic technologies help establish aimdaree the
ideological underpinnings of the status quo througipian

promises [39] — promises that persist even when the

technology does not deliver.

The goal of this paper is to expose the ideologitaltes that
buttress charismatic technologies. Those who crattely,
or work with technology ignore the origins of clsana at
their own peril — at the risk of always being bkadby the
next best thing, with little concept of the largeultural
context that technology operates within and lititgpe for
long-term change. Recognizing and critically exangn
charisma can help us understand the effects itheae and
then, if we choose, to counter them. However, italso

Scholars have noted the holding power that somemportant to acknowledge that charisma can smouthya

technologies seem to have — a power that goes deyene
form or function to stimulate devotion, yearningyee
fanaticism [2,39,44,62]. While Apple products, esply

iPhones, are often held up as the most common dgaoihp

this holding power [11,31,37,40,52,56], it exigtsviarious
forms for many technologies, from sports carsollsts.

This paper describes this holding power esarisma
Applying Weber’'s theory of charismatic authority8]6to

objects, it presents a case study of a technolbgl was
highly charismatic to its makers and supportersl (@mains
so to a devoted core): the One Laptop per ChildROL
project’s “XO” laptop. With about two and a halflhan in

use globally, OLPC’s green-and-white XO remainseaf

uncertainties and help us handle contradictionsodsthacles.
As such, the purpose of this paper is not to ‘probarisma
‘wrong,” because its rightness or wrongness isdeeshe
point. As we will see, what matters is whethercht®logy’s
charisma is stilalive.

This paper provides a framework for understandiogy h
charisma operates in relation to technologies, ihomight be
identified, and what is at stake when we are drawnit
provides tools for identifying charismatic techrgiks and
teasing out the implications of this charisma, frahe
hardware and software of the object itself to theeenbles,
agendas, and trajectories of the globalized orgé#pizs
around it [18], and back down to the ways that ¢heame

education, even a decade after its 2005 debut. artadysis
explores the roots of the laptop’s charisma andrtmortant
role that charisma played in OLPC'’s heady earlysd#ythen
reflects on the charismatic elements present syghoject in

This borrows from Actor-Network Theory the idea ttha
nonhuman “actors” have agency in technosocial dises
[33], and from Value-Sensitive Design a normative
examination of the ways in which the myriad values
influence design and use [19]. This analysis addthése
theories a detailed case study of the role thatisrhatic
authority plays in the design and use of technelgiigging
beneath professed values to identify the
underpinnings upon which values, and charisma, rest

ideoldgica



METHODS AND SOCIAL-HISTORICAL ORIENTATION
This paper draws on archival research, intervieasd

network of relations [33]. ANT, however, tends t&gtect the
beliefs that underlie these networks, especiallgate beliefs

ethnographic observations conducted between 20@B and0 hot take material form [34:2]. Thus, while ANTopides

2015. This includes an investigation of the forgay

tools for analyzing the ‘scripts’ that designersildunto

(OLPC) through a review of the project’s mailingtdi, wikis,
and discussion boards; the publication historyofdunders;

account for how ideological frameworks animate rdrabit
these products — a gap charisma can fill.

and interviews with some developers. The authop als Distinct from fetishism’s focus oform, which stipulates a

conducted seven months of fieldwork of an OLPC qmbjn
Latin America (see [5,6,53]), but this data is witectly
included here. Analysis followed an iterative, intive

fixation on the materiality of the (presumably) gige object
itself as a source of power, a charismatic objecivds its
power experientially and symbolically through tresgibility

approach common in anthropology and cultural stjdie or promise ofiction: what is important is not what the object
combining the themes that emerge ground-up from ais but what it promises tdo. Thus, the material form of a

thorough understanding of participants’ worldviewih a
critical interpretation of these themes as ‘textdile to
expand or contest broader theoretical questior]s [10

This paper contextualizes the patterns noted in @&P
rhetoric and design within the broader arc of tetbgical
development, as told by historians of technologye T
combination of historical and contemporary dataléeitself
to reaching beyond the often bounded scope of tqtiaé
research to answer more long-ranging questionstateu
trajectory of technological development and use.

THEORIZING CHARISMATIC TECHNOLOGIES

To explain the holding power that OLPC'’s laptop had on
technologists and others around the world, | dgvéhe idea
of a charismatic technologyThis section defines charisma,
outlines the salient features of charismatic tetdgies, and
details the connection between charisma and retatecepts
from social theory including fetishism, religion,
technological determinism, and ideology.

Charisma as a sociological construct was theorigetax

Weber to describe the exceptional, even magicahogity

that religious leaders seem to have over followlersontrast
to (though sometimes subsumed by) other types thbeity,

such as traditional or legal/rational, charismatithority is
legitimized by followers through a belief that ader has
extraordinary, even divine, powers that are noflabi to

ordinary people [68].

Though charisma is generally used to describe ¢hveep of
humans, not objects, it has been applied to nonhsras
well. Maria Stavrinaki, for instance, describes Beuhaus
African Chair as a ‘charismatic object’ within tiBauhaus
community [57]. Relatedly, Anna Tsing [59] discuss®w

charismatic technology is less important than hiokmiokes
the imagination. As sociologist Donald Mcintosh ][36
explains, “charisma is not so much a quality as an
experience. The charismatic object or person ierspced

as possessed by and transmitting an uncanny angetiorg
force.” A charismatic technology’s promises areelikse
uncannily compelling, evoking feelings of awe,
transcendence, and connection to a greater pufp@gel].

Charisma moreover impliespersistenceof this compelling
force even when an object's actions do not matsh it
promises — hence the magical element of charist. i$
where a charismatic technology’s link to religi@xperience

is especially strong, as a system built on faitht tis
maintained and strengthened outside of (or eventeotio)
the auspices of ‘evidence’ [2]. This is also oneh&f places
that the consequences of charisma are most visislea
technology’s devotees maintain their devotion eirerthe
face of contradictions.

This potential for charisma to override ‘rationd#iought is
something that is not lost on marketers. While they not
call it as much, their promotions often tap inte tharisma
that certain technologies have, and journalisesnoficho it as
well. In fact, religion scholar William Stahl exameis the
popular discourses about technology and concludgs‘dur
language about technology is implicitly religiouf6:3].
Other scholars have also documented the connections
between technology and religion, highlighting tlievalence
of religious language in branding discourse [3B2{6],
revealing parallels between religious and engingeri
practice [2], or showing how specific technologiage
rhetorically connected to divinity and redemptiam use
[11,28,31,39]. Thus, while charismatic objects tams and

the idea of globalization has been charismatic to some reinforce their own charisma, media are often ingtéd in

academics, who uncritically naturalize or even foeire
globalist agendas by characterizing globalizativmmiversal
and inevitable. Tsing’s model of charisma — a dekting
force that both elicits excitement and producesenwit
effects in the world (even if these effects diffesm those
that were promised) — is at play here as well.

amplifying it, as we will see below.

In their often utopian promises of action, charisma
technologies are deceptive: they make both techiwab
adoption and social change appear straightforwesigad of
a difficult process fraught with choices and patiti This
gives charismatic technologies a determinist spivitere

By treating anobjectas charismatic, these approaches, andtechnological progress appears natural, even atgeit This

this paper as well, utilize perspectives from aciketwork

naturalizing element can lead us to underestimate t

theory (ANT), which subject both human and non-homa suystained commitment needed for technological #mmpin

‘actors’ to the same analytical lens in a mutuabipstituted



building out the railroad in the mid-nineteenth tcey, for
instance, Nye shows that the charisma of the lotemted
to the U.S. paying an enormous price in resourndsliges
in an attempt to realize the utopian promises ibf44]. By
the same token, charisma’s naturalizing force caakem
critique and debate appear unnatural.

However, charisma contains an
technology may promise to transform its
sociotechnical existence for the better, but itas,heart,
fundamentally conservative. Just as charismatidelsa
confirm and amplify their audiences’ existing waikelvs to
cultivate their appeal [36], a charismatic techggls appeal
is built on existing systems of meaning-making #ardely
confirms the value of existing stereotypes, instns, and
power relations. This unchallenging familiarity ishat
makes a charismatic technology alluring to its earg
audience: even as it promises certain benefits,
simultaneously confirms that the worldview of iteda&ence is
already ‘right’ and that, moreover, they are evawier to
have this technology bolster it.

This worldview that charisma reinforces is what ialoc
theorists refer to as ddeology a framework of norms that
shape thoughts and actions. Cultural theorist Sthiatl
describes an ideology as a “system for coding tydatlat
“becomes autonomous in relation to the consciossoes
intention of its agents” [22:71]. We live with many
ideologies, reinforced not just by charisma butossrour
socio-political landscape: neoliberal economicgrigahal
social structures, and Judeo-Christian ethics areng the
many dominant ideologies in the United Statesirfstance.

Hall notes that ‘ideology’ has been useful in sbitiaory as
“a way of representing the order of things whic@med its
limited perspectives with that natural or divinevitability

which makes them appear universal, natural androgteus
with ‘reality’ itself” [22:65]. What is important n this

definition is the way that ideology fades into treckground:
by one metaphor commonly used in anthropology,|adges

are as invisible to most people as we imagine wiatéo a
fish [15:123]. In Hall's words, an ideology “work&ecause
it “represses any recognition of the contingency tloé¢

historical conditions on which all social relatiodispend. It
represents them, instead, as outside of histoighamgeable,
inevitable and natural” [22:76]. By
reinforcing existing ideological norms,
technologies by extension can also appear ‘uncladtge
inevitable and natural.’

Thus, charismatic technologies help establish aitfarce
the ideological underpinnings of the status quceyTtio so
through promises that may persist among true l@atesven
when the technology does not deliver. The taskisfgaper,
then, is to “break the spell of the present” [#{posing the
ideological stakes that underpin charisma. Teclyist®
ignore the origins of charisma at their own perit-the risk
of always being blinded by the next best thinghwittle

concept of the larger cultural context that tecbggl

referencing and
charismatic

operates within and little hope for long-term chang
Recognizing and critically examining charisma mjgas
Mosco explains, “help us to loosen the powerfulp goif
myths about the future on the present” [39:15].

Still, it is also important to recognize that clama plays an
important, even indispensable, role in our livebadma —

irony. A charismatic whether from leaders or technologies — can progligection
users’ and conviction, smoothing away uncertainties argihg us

handle contradictions and adversities. Rob Klingeds that
faith in technology can play a major role in cuffutohesion:
“During the 1930s,” he explains, “this almost blifaith in
the power of the machine to make the world a betiace
helped hold a badly shattered nation together’48J0:As
such, the purpose of this paper is not to ‘proverismatic
technologies ‘wrong,” because matters here is veneth
charisma is still ideologically resonant.

it

THE CHARISMA OF ONE LAPTOP PER CHILD

OLPC's laptop, called the ‘XO,” was the first o$ ikind to
combine a rugged design, an open-source educational
software suite, and full (though purposefully unmevered,

in an attempt to prolong battery life) computerdiimnality,

with the goal of overhauling education across tHeb&l
South. The project is a culmination of over foriyays of
work at the MIT Media Lab and its predecessorgjq@adarly

the intellectual legacies of MIT professors SeymBapert
and Nicholas Negroponte. While many were involvad i
OLPC, Negroponte and Papert together were largely
responsible for establishing the direction of thegjext.

Both Negroponte and Papert are themselves chartsraatl
both used it to build the charisma of the OLPC gxbjand
the XO laptop. While Negroponte has been the pdiate of
the project, glibly flinging XOs across stages abrhal
summits to demonstrate their ruggedness [64] atdihga
about “helicopter deployments” of laptops to remateas
[66], Papert was the project’s intellectual fathdis whole
career focused on the idea of computers for childesading
to the development of LOGO, Turtle Graphics, Lego
Mindstorms, and, finally, One Laptop per Child. Tgb the
results of these projects have been lackluster est b
[4,6,51,55,67], Papert is still often considerazkatral figure
in education and design (e.g. [8,20]), and his ba@knain
foundational to the curriculum at the MIT Media Li&h.

While the charisma of these two men were important
OLPC, | also want to emphasize that OLPC’'s XO Ippto
itself included a host of charismatic features thadre
eagerly discussed in the tech community and meldia, a
even when some never actually existed and otheraali
work in practice. In this way, the machine itseffitodied
and performed its charisma, and the discussionndrale
machine amplified and perpetuated these promises.

One of the most charismatic features of the inpiaposal
for the laptop was a hand crank for manually cheydt.
Though this feature never existed in a working gisgie and
all laptops in use were charged via standard A@tad§53],
journalists still mention the hand crank or maksmk based



Figure 1. The XO in standard laptop configuration, showing the
first-generation Sugar interface (promotional picture).

on its presumed existence. Two antennae “ears”ithiere
side of the screen, which also acted as latchesevets for
ports, were added to visually replace it (FigureThey also
served to anthropomorphize the laptop, as did énegn-like
“XO” name/logo which, when turned on its side, vmasant
to look like a child with arms flung wide in exaitent.

The XO included a “view source” keyboard buttorfieature
hailed as revolutionary even though web browsedslbag

included a similar function. Moreover, the buttoiten did

not work and | never saw it used in months of olz@ns.

The laptop’s hardware was meant to be similarlyessible,
and OLPC leaders boasted about the laptop beitigydarly

easy to repair. However, compromises with manufectu
and cost-cutting made this promise unattainableeds and

projects were plagued with breakage [4,53].

The laptop had an innovative screen, invented bywWeMIT

Media Lab professor and founding OLPC contributarv
Lou Jepsen, that could be swiveled and flattenadijta back
light turned off, like an e-book — though | founidat the

And yet, none of these niggling realities mattefeat. several
years after its debut and even today in the popguiess, the
project and its charismatic green machine weredtiréngs
of the technology world. High-profile technologynaspanies
including Google, Sun, Red Hat, and others donatifithns
of dollars and hundreds of hours of developer labothe
project from 2005 to 2008. The open-source commaunit
wooed by the promise of a generation of childrésedhon
free software, continue to enthusiastically contiébto the
development of OLPC's custom-built learning platfior
Sugar. Unsubstantiated and quite likely apocrystaties
about children teaching parents to read, of imptortgptop-
enabled classrooms under trees, or of the laptegrsen
being the only light source in a village (never chiow the
laptop itself was recharged) were echoed enthicagt
across the media and tech worlds. Even today, aitiple
evidence that OLPC has not lived up to these pesnihey
are still repeated, and XO laptops have been atlete
collections of major art museums.

These hyperbolic claims themselves, whether based o
design features or more general claims about hewaibtop
would change the world, became part of the mackine’
charisma. The project's leaders, like many who lead
development projects, had the utopian, if colosiali
[6,17,27], desire to transform the world — not ofdy what
they believed would be for the better but, as wi seie, in
their own image. Negroponte infamously said thatgtoject
and laptop “is probably the only hope. | don’t wémtplace
too much on OLPC, but if | really had to look atwhéo
eliminate poverty, create peace, and work on the
environment, | can't think of a better way to db[&3].
Though Negroponte made an easy target by oftemgayi
outrageous things that sometimes left even otharghe
project shaking their heads or backpedaling, mamythe
project echoed variations on this particular theme.

This raises the question, though, of why these dgodo
enthusiastically accepted these claims. Here isrevitee
charismatic authority of the XO laptop becomes irtqod.
Again, my goal here is not to ‘prove’ OLPC’s chais
‘wrong’: highlighting the project’s continued chardespite
its many failures is simply a method for demonsigathat
charisma is indeed at play. In the next three @estil will

screen was also the second-most-common component t9'OW how this charisma was based on specific idbasit

break and the second-most-expensive to replace 158
first-generation XO included a mesh network so thptops
could connect to one another directly without areas point,
though in practice the underpowered laptops woriltigo a
halt if more than a few were connected and theufeatvas
dropped from later versions of the laptop’s sofen&3,65].

Even the original name of the project — the “hudeiellar
laptop” — was never achieved: the lowest price %488
[6,53]. This in part was because OLPC’'s goal ofirngv
hundreds of millions of laptops in use across tHeb&
South also never came to fruition — instead, aBdutillion
have been sold, most of them in Latin America [6].

childhood schoo| and computers As | describe in more
detail in [3], OLPC hoped to replace a school eignee that
Papert claimed had ‘no intrinsic value’ [49:24] hvia
computer to encourage children to learn to think
mathematically [48]. This was aimed at elementantyosl
students who were assumed to be precocious, Siciakhyi
inclined, and oppositional. Not coincidentally, ghiarget
audience matched developers’ conceptions of tbein
childhoods. In the following sections, | will brigfdescribe
each of these and why they were important to taeisina of
OLPC's XO laptop. Then | will show that these sahmmes
undergird a number of other historically charismati
technologies, demonstrating charisma’s conservatism



The charisma of childhood
One Laptop per Child explicitly stated and implicibuilt
into their laptop the idea that children are bomniaus and

group that has managed to hold onto the magicitefreiod:
independent thinkers, lifelong learners, and, not
coincidentally, many in the hacker community. They

only need a small impetus (such as a computer or amjeneralized from experiences with largely whiteddite-

electronics kit) to keep that curiosity alive ancbwing.
OLPC moreover specified the kinds of learning ttaldren
are naturally inclined to do: engineering-orientadkering.
In this section, we will briefly consider the culilinarratives
that Papert, Negroponte, and others draw on abdat w
childhood should mean and what constitutes a gawa o
narratives that have become deeply rooted in middkes
American culture and reflect American cultural \esusuch
as individualism and (certain kinds of) creativity.

This ideology of childhood, though seemingly unsady is
historically, geographically, and socioeconomicaiyuated.
Childhood came to be understood as a distinct dpuetntal
state in nineteenth-century Europe and
[12,26,38,70,71], an ideological shift that wadtifiesd with
Romantic-era ideals of childhood as a noble sthisec to
nature. These ideologies of childhood spread tmstr@iam
middle-class parenting culture by the mid-twentieémtury
[26,32,70], when the idea of nurturing childhooéativity,
play, and individualism through consumerism (viagéa
numbers of aspirational toys) gained popularity agno
middle-class white American families [45,46].

Around this time, toy manufacturers began to retgothe

idea that engineering was a space for natarakculine
creativity through construction toys aimed at bdy&45,46],

even though those patterns of play were relatinely and

far from universal [12]. Alongside these shiftsedithy

rebellion’ also became an accepted part of Amerigan

culture [38,46]. Far from the more ideologicallyimidating

rebellion that threatens to actually change theistquo, the
rebellion that is sanctioned in boyhood is oftelertted as
‘boys will be boys’ or even encouraged as freekimg

individualism. From Mark Twain’'s Tom Sawyer to tggda
popular culture has linked these relatively harsfiesms of

rebellion against school and society with creatioefidence,
driven by ‘naturally’ oppositional masculine serilgils.

The charisma of OLPC’s laptop references this migpplof
childhood. As | show in [3], though the XO was ostbly
for children of any gender, its design echoed sopé
boyhood specifically:

America

class American youth — or from their own idiosymticra
childhoods - that all, most, or at least the miogeliectually
interesting’ [49:44-50] children are innately drawnp

tinkering with computers and electronics, or in &#p

words, ‘thinking like a machine’ [48].

The anti-charisma of school

The One Laptop Per Child project frames itself éstaptop
as a radical break from an unchanging global educat
tradition [7,43,48-50]. In contrast to the natyraturious
state of children, OLPC leaders paint school awltifging
rote experience that has not changed in over aumgent
[42,43,48,49]. In his writing, Papert villanizes atthe calls
‘instructionism,” or lecture-heavy, curriculum-bdse
education. Papert argues that instructionism csepémple
‘schooled’ to think in limited ways and seek vatida from
others out of ‘yearners,’ the innate, creativeyfibstate of
children, focused on thinking independently, natrgawhat
others think, and seeking answers via many routes f
questions in which they are personally interes4€di]].

Papert is unequivocal about his disdain for schaadling the
classroom ‘an artificial and inefficient learningueronment’
[48:8-9] with ‘no intrinsic value,’ its purpose naihg
children out of their natural state and into a meoeially
‘desirable’ form [49:24]. With the exception of evf brave
teachers who fight against the establishment [4®8pert’s
description of a monolithic ‘School’ (always cafiitad) is
of an institution unchanged for over a century ‘ofitouch
with contemporary life,” and shamelessly ‘impos]ing
single way of knowing on everyone’ [49:1-6].

Papert is not alone in the expressing scorn forcan.
Many of OLPC'’s contributors, whether affiliated wiMIT
(including MIT professors) or the open-source safeav
community, describe similar sentiments (e.g. [9125,
Even though not all people in the OLPC communityaity
rejected school (and many, in fact, excelled), thallished
and shared narratives about how boring, stiflingd a
unfulfilling classroom education was.

its mesh network embodied a These narratives resonated in the technology coritynas

resistance to authority and its programming-focusedwe” as across American culture more broadly, whtliie

applications echoed the engineering toys that corepaad
been marketing to boys for almost a century befdgi.
Papert's and Negroponte’s writing also often pihise
iconoclastic or free-thinking children — generdilyys — who
took to computers (and to their experiments) easilythe

common, and even encouraged, to disparage puhltagdn
and recount tales of terrible teachers (while de&nebnes are
often forgotten, and the role of school as a sdeialer or
cultural enricher are similarly unmentioned). listtvay, the
anti-charisma of school has become a common clttorze,

process, they glossed over the many complexities oftnd we will critically examine it later in this pap For

childhood — not to mention how things like househol
instability or food insecurity affect learning — by
universalizing children as natural ‘yearners’ [49].

These actors also referenced these ideologiesidhobd in
discussing themselves. In his writing, for examgtepert
describes himself and others like him as part cérafied

OLPC, it served two purposes. First, it aligned (eject
with this broader backlash against public schoetdBd, it
provided a rhetorical foil to ideologies of childitb— an
opportunity to reinforce the importance of indivadism,
(technically-inclined) play, and rebellion imporntato the
idea of childhood OLPC relies on.



The charisma of computers

As an alternative to school, Papert proposes gieaudh child

a ‘Knowledge Machine,” a clear forerunner to OLP&X®
laptop. Indeed, many who have watched a child with
touchscreen or a videogame have marveled at hddreti
seem to be naturally enamored with technology. i&tor
abound of precocious young children, especiallyshoyho
seem to take to electronics fearlessly and nayurall
[41,48,49]. Both Papert and Negroponte rhapsodinetehe
‘holding power’ that computers can have. Papers say

The computer is the Proteus of machines. Its essisnits
universality, its power to simulate. Because it talke on a
thousand forms and can serve a thousand functibresn
appeal to a thousand tast¢48:viii]

The stories OLPC tells about the potentials olitarismatic
laptop roll into one package many of the promisemected
to computers and cyberspace: of newfound freedomis a
potentials for computer-based self-governance, loé t
inversion of traditional social institutions (puit, of course,
the computer-savvy like themselves at the top),tred
“flattening” of bureaucracies, of the end of gegipia
inequity, of a “reboot” of history [30,39,44,54,60,69].
Even though computerization has largely entrenehxésting
power structures, these ideals of the computerliggeon,
especially among technologists whose cocooned sticldss
existence may not bring them in contact with thadmse

childhoods to other children around the world Pypert, for
one, explicitly credits his own formative experieacwith
computers as inspiration for the project. “I readizthat
children might be able to enjoy the same advantagék
computers as himself and other MIT hackers, Papgiains
in his book The Children's Machine- “a thought that
changed my life” [49:13].

In conversations with OLPC developers and those who
identify as ‘hackers’ across Silicon Valley andBoston, |
often encountered the story of ‘teaching myselprimgram.’
These actors describe learning about computersnastiing
they did on their own, driven by feelings of passiand
freedom, and independent of any formal instruction
[24,25,41,58] — just as OLPC's intended benefiemrare
meant to do. Shunning school in favor of this liaean
learning model, these people saw their excitemardléd
and powers developed from their personal relatipnealith
computers, with hours spent tinkering with Commedéds
or Apple lls, chatting with others in BBS'’s or Usgigroups.

But as | dug deeper into how this self-learning kedr, |
found that in all cases they benefited from manterof
unacknowledged resources. This included a stableeho
environment that supported creative (even rebal)iquay,
middle-class resources and cultural expectationd, cdten
(though not always) a father who was a computer
programmer or engineer. Moreover, many also

lives and livelihoods have not benefited from theseacknowledged, sometimes readily, that they weretypital

technologies or who have been actively excludechftbe
wealth in the technology world.

The connection between rebellion and computinguoest is
also well-established, particularly as counterealtnorms of
the 1960s were embraced by early cyberculture camitiasi
[60,61]. Narratives about the kinds of ‘all in goddn’
rebellion that computers could enable were popédriwith
the establishment of the ‘*hacker’ identity in tH@8Qs (e.g.
[21,35]). This imbued cyberspace with metaphorsthaf
Wild West, of Manifest Destiny, of a new frontiefr radical
individualism and ecstatic self-fulfillment [60,68]. It also
encouraged a libertarian sensibility, where eactorais
considered responsible for their own actions, etitutaand
livelihoods conveniently ignoring the massive
infrastructures that make the cyberspace ‘fronfiessible.

These ideals of computers and cyberspace motiGit&C’'s
commitment to provide computers to children arouiel
world, and helped the project resonate with mamgmf
journalists to governments, similarly enamored with
technology. Imbued with this infinite potentialptaps could
take priority over teachers, healthcare, even faod water.
And they took on yet greater power in utilizing adeof
childhood, school, and computecgether as we see next.

The nexus of childhood, computers, and learning: th e
charisma of the self-taught hacker

These three ideologies come together in One Laptp
Child through the narrative of the self-taught recland
developers’ desire to bring the experiences ofrtlogin

among their peers in their youth, and were oftamshd for
their unusual interests or obsessions. Even ameers gvho
also had computers at home they were often unigjukesir
interest in learning to ‘think like a machine,” Whimany
others with the same of access were not nearlygisvated
by computers.

However, neither Negroponte nor Papert discuss
possibility that they, and their students at MIThjoged
privileged and idiosyncratic childhoods, nor doytidevell on
the sociotechnical infrastructure that enabled phiatlege. If
anything, Papert’'s accounts of employing his theorin
classrooms or other settings (e.g. see [48,49)faeie
notions of exceptionalism by focusing exclusivetytbhe few
engaged children, those rare emblems of ‘succe$sl w
appear to prove his theories, and ignoring the rest

OLPC's idea of the self-taught learner who disdaaisool
for computers also discounts the critical role thatious
institutions — peers, families, schools, commusjtad more
— play in shaping a child’s educational motivatiand
technological practices. Instead, Papert and ofbePC
developers essentialize the child-learner and ntizékechild
and the laptop the primary agents in this techriakoc
assemblage, favoring technological determinisi i takes
is the right kind of computer to keep kids as ‘yesis’ — over
the complicated social processes involved in caasirg and
negotiating childhood.

This reliance on personal experience underscores an
ideological slippage between the ideas taken upXBy

the



laptop designers and children’s activities on tfeugd [5,6].
OLPC aimed to provide access to pedagogical metevith
the assumption that children’s interests would e of the
rest, but did not account for their own idiosynicrat
childhoods and ultimately reinforced existing secienomic
and gender inequalities [5,6,53]. Their reliancepansonal
experience also enabled their naturalized
childhood to justify a particular set of normatigecial
objectives. Locating these slippages, and the tinao
which supporters held to their ideals even wherfroated
with them [2], provides a powerful method of idéyitig
charisma and uncovering its possible consequences.

PUTTING OLPC’'S CHARISMA IN HISTORICAL CONTEXT
As we have seen, OLPC’s charisma has the abiligvtike
awe, a feeling of spiritual transcendence, andiatopisions
for the kind of world that its laptops might makaspible. In
particular, the XO rolled into one package manythé
promises also connected to computers and cyberspace
childhood and play, and to learning outside of stha key
component of this charisma was its ability to evdke
nostalgic stories that many in the technology weeltlabout
their own childhood experiences with computers. pitggect
has the utopian, if colonialist [17,27], desirer&mnake the
world in its own image.

However, OLPC’s XO laptop is but the latest in agdine
of charismatic technologies. Historians of techgglehow
that from the railroad in the mid-nineteenth centto the
Internet today, many new technologies have bedechas
groundbreaking, history-shattering, and life-reciefy.
“Since the earliest days of the Industrial Revolofi
Langdon Winner writes, “people have looked to theedt,
most impressive technology to bring individual and
collective redemption. The specific kinds of hardsvinked
to these fantasies have changed over the years]ut. tfte
basic conceit is always the same: new technolodybwing
universal wealth, enhanced freedom, revitalizeditips|
satisfying community, and personal fulfilment” [@2-13].
Here, | briefly describe the history of charismatic
technologies as a way to locate and bound OLPGiEstha.

Historian David Nye identifies the first time feajis of
redemption were linked to a new technology in his
description of the locomotive of the mid-nineteeoémtury.
From the inauguration of America’s first rails imlBmore in
1828 to the completion of the transcontinental AbhéJtah'’s
Promontory Point in 1869, Nye describes a natiapped
with railroad mania. The railroad was implicatedlozens of
hyperbolic claims, including the “annihilation gbpace and
time” [29] with its sustained speed, the demisemainual
labor with steam, a liberation of humankind from
provincialism via increased contact and commurocatthe
triumph of reason and human ingenuity, an ‘engiog’

images  of

progress and Western expansion, and a guarantor of
economic development for all it reached [44].

Even when railroads cost vastly more time, moneyd a
human lives to construct than anticipated, and evban
they did not bring endless prosperity and worldigeo their
termini, the locomotive’s charisma persisted fomeotime,
n the same way that subsequent charismas dideocsentury
later as highways were laid down alongside or o&itlines
and as airports replaced train stations as the stesyenbols
of progress and modernity [39,44,54]. Indeed, themme
utopian discourses were applied to many other tdogital
advances over the next century — many of which ove take
for granted — including the steamboat, canalsgesddams,
skyscrapers, the telegraph, electricity, the tadeph the
radio, the automobile, television, cable televisiand more
[16,39,44,54,62]. Even the airplane was hailed asirged
gospel” that would “foster democracy, equality,
freedom” — despite its terrifying wartime role [69]

While it may be easy to discount these past chatism
technologies given the perspective and tarnistinod,tthey
contain two lessons, one about the enduring impogtaf
charisma to the modern cultural imagination, arel ather
about its limits. In particular, there is a strigirparallel
between the charisma of computers that OLPC drawand
these earlier charismatic technologies. Historiaowéatd
Segal notes that the rhetoric of the power of titerhet to
spread democracy “was identical to what thousanfds o
Americans and Europeans had said since the nation’s
founding about transportation and communicatiorsesys,
from canals to railroads to clipper ships to steaatdy and
from telegraphs to telephones to radios” [54:1X%0hcent
Mosco also notes these similarities in a call fothbmore
empathy for the past and more skepticism of theegnte
“We look with amusement, and with some condescerisio
he writes, “at nineteenth-century predictions that railroad
would bring peace to Europe, that steam power would
eliminate the need for manual labor, and that eyt
would bounce messages off the clouds, but thermickr
have been more recent variations on this theme2£39

In short, a historical perspective helps (in WitlisStahl's
words) “break the spell of the present” [56]. Ihuenstrates
that today’s charismatic technologies are neittaunal nor
inevitable, butare ideologically conservative: even as they
promise revolution, they repeat the charisma oft pas
technologies and ultimately reinforce the status. quhis, in
turn, allows us to better identify new charismatic
technologies and to understand charisma’s consegsen
The next section examines a charismatic technotbgy
provides these lessons for One Laptop per Chi&radkio.

and

I Nye also notes the flip side of the sublime: alsgraup decried
the locomotive as a “device of Satan” becausesdtiitholy’ speeds
[44]. While a discussion of dystopianism is beytimel scope of this
paper, it is the flip side of utopianism: thougtecuby fear instead
of hope, it is still beholden to the same ideolsd&9,39,69].



Lessons from the charismatic radio

Of all the charismatic technologies of the past, dime that
has the strongest resonances with the charismenguters,
education, and childhood — charismas that OLP@geain —
is the radio. Aside from an increasingly marginatdizulture
of HAM radio operators, it can be hard to imagiadio in

the U.S. (today so often a commercialized audidetasd of
top-40 songs on repeat, with a few public statiimping  the connection between technological tinkering atapian
from one pledge drive to the next) as an intensledyismatic  thinking largely receded into niche communities rsuas
technology. But radio took 1920's America by storm, HAM radio [23] until reappearing, with a new setaiftors
capturing the country’s collective imagination wjitomises  but some remarkably similar practices, around #teorked
blending technological miracles and manifest dgstin personal computer [35,58,61] — the actors that Paays
Historian Susan Douglas explains that radio, assemed in inspired his work on designing a ‘children’s maehin

1924, *was going to provide culture and educatioritie Historians have argued that remarkable paralleigden this

mgzsesr’.ne“mggt?epglo'ts'(z?rg ag”g)r/n:‘(rl)elrr:tclterzizgg' n a group and the ‘hackers’ who designed personal ctenpu
» bring peop gov P lags, the Internet, and OLPC’'s XO laptop are no accidéhe

fgggqusonast.gg?‘l i‘gtgge thgtomm?,tt;?gfscegg;?bﬁ ¢ charisma of radio, computers, the Internet, locorast and
re Iacé-menl: Iof teEe .ra ]H ires with radio alesh it more draws on the same set of utopian stories about
P graph wi Wi o waveshwi technology, youth, masculinity, rebellion, and self

psychic metaphors and compared it to magic [16:41]. determination. For instance, the individualistissan these
Many of the amateur enthusiasts and educators whearlier technologies found voice in the cyber-liaganism
pioneered radio were especially excited by the ovat of recent decades [61]. The new frontiers of thagimation
apparent ability to transcend political and ecoroaaintrols, that the railroad opened in mid-nineteenth cenfamerica

dreams. These “Radio Boys,” as Mosco identifieathgere
initially the “heroes” of the Radio Age, “youngsierho lent
romance and spirit to the time by building radiestting up
transmitters, and creating networks” [39:2]. But as
compelling as their messages may be to anyone sisijta
to contemporary hacker culture, the dreams of thdidR
Boys did not prevail. As radio became more comnaéizeid,

enabling virtual communities and informed populisiall
hopes that have been echoed more recently aboyduters,
the Internet, and OLPC. After all, Mosco observaylyy
“How could any material force get in the way of igikle
messages traveling through the ether?” [39:27]

However, many things can and did get in the wasadfo’s

are rhetorically echoed in the new frontiers ofigaith the

1920s and cyberspace in the 1980s, spaces of Iradica

individualism and ecstatic self-fulfillment [60,68]. The
charismatic appeal of tinkering that 1920s ‘Radioy8
championed found voice again in computer hackimg, i
projects like OLPC, and most recently in maker welt[3].

utopian dreams. Douglas notes that until the leterthe ~ Thus, while the technologies that these charismas a
radio was the main medium where struggles betweerfttached to may shift with time, the charisma liwas
commercialism and anti-commercialism played out,ain  What could be problematic about the feelings tsé
cyclic pattern, over decades [16:16]. When nascadio charismatic technologies can evoke, at least whih s
stations and other businesses realized how mucheynon relatively new? After all, many of these technoésgilid, in
could be made selling advertising time on the ratiey  time, transform the technosocial worlds in whicheyth
advocated for commerce in the ‘ether.’ Governmetus, existed. However, Vincent Mosco argues that we adigtu
wanted to control this new technology, and mostegitook  preventthese technologies from having their full effest a
complete control or shared bandwidth with industry, long as we remain enthralled by their charismavds not
sidelining educators, amateur operators, and o#@ly  until they recede into the ‘mundane’ and we unaesthow
enthusiasts with little leverage to realize theivnohopes.  they could fit into the messy realities of dailfglirather than
Even by the 1930s, a mere decade after radio’'s mosinaking us somehow transcend it, that they hav@adkential
charismatic days, “radio was no longer the stuff of to become a strong social force [39:2,6,19]. & ikithe case,

democratic visions” [39:27] — much like OLPC hase®ed
into the fog of history for many former supportarsiecade
after its debut, or the Internet, now decades isldradually
co-opted for commercial interests.

Still, the small group of dedicated enthusiasts wizal
pioneered the medium — almost all men — continoedse
radio to “rebel against the technological and peogning
status quo in the industry” [16:15], flaunting ilteetual
property, government rules, and big business inptioeess
[39:2]. This group continued to conceptualize thgastime
of tinkering, listening, and programming the radis a
“subversive” activity [16:15] and maintained theiqually
subversive hopes for the future of the wirelessiomdAnd
it is understandable that they would be loath te gip their

then perhaps it is just now, with the spell of OLB©ken,
that the XO laptop can start to show its lastirfga$ among
those using it. Time, and independent analysisyiitell.

Lessons from technologies in educational reform

Education is of course not immune to the draw afrisimatic
technologies. In fact, educational reform has lketarget of
techno-utopian discourse long before the One Lapep
Child project was announced, even before Paperdrbégs
career of studying children and computers. Chatisma
technologies from radio to the Internet have beaiteth as
saviors for an educational system seemingly peatigton
the brink of failure [62]. The hyperbolic promiseE OLPC
echo these ongoing efforts to combine the twin fgemof
charismatic technology and school reform to reachufopia.



Because learning was the central goal of OLPC, &iam
the history of charisma in this context lets ustertualize
the project and identify other charismatic techge that
pervade education. Moreover, a survey of the histr
school reform shows that much of the anti-charisofia
school described above is based more in stereotyzes
fact, reinforced by a century of technological dedls in
education. Finally, we will see that education refe like
OLPC are often compelled tse charismatic technologies to
promise utopia in order to secure attention andlifig)
which then sets them up for failure and short-ligedjects.
As reformers then shift to the next charismatihietogy,
charisma will continue to impede real, if incrensnthange.

Over at least the last century and a half, Amerisamools
have been simultaneously held up as the founddtion
reforming society and under constant pressure torme
themselves. Starting in the 1830s, upper-classiststisuch
as Horace Mann evangelized the idea of ‘commondasho
as a savior from moral ruin, detailing the horrtirat could
result (and, in some cases, were resulting, fdame via
unregulated child labor) if the country did not pdoniversal
public schooling [14:8,62:1, 16, 141-142]. Far frdie
‘factory worker mills’ framed in some more recent
educational reform literature (see [48,49] for eglen from
Papert), public schools and subsequent innovations
schooling such as age-organized instruction (amtetmes
the abandonment of it), curriculum-based instruct{and
sometimes the abandonment of it), cheap paper
textbooks, kindergarten, subject-separated instruatniddle
school, school lunch, desegregation, televisedrucisbn,
and even standardized tests were all framed bwlspaind
politically elite reformers for more than a centanyd a half
as a cure-all for assimilating immigrants and maadi
populations, ending child labor, modeling goodzeitiship,
and instilling morality in the next generation [13,62].

The panacean promise of education was gradualtyedhin
the late twentieth century from moral to economniic.
introducing “Great Society” educational reforms mego
eliminate poverty in the 1960s, President Johnsmwed
that “the answer to all our national problems comh@sn to
a single word: education” [62:2]. Two decades lat&s
perceptions of the United States’ waning influepcempted
a sense of panic about reforming education to aehie
economic competitiveness, President Reagan’s Nation
Commission on Educational Excellence and Reforrk tgo
the specter of impending dystopia in an alarmigoretitied
A Nation at Risk: The Imperative For Educationalfdre
that to this day motivates U.S. educational reffik&14,62].

Throughout these efforts, reformers often implidathe
technologies most charismatic at the time as iatety
achieving their visions. Some technological innmrat, like
chalkboards, inexpensive paper, overhead projectmd
computer-assisted standardized testing, have, dh fead
large and lasting effects on schools. But somehefrost
charismatic technologies have not.
communication technologies including early motidctyres,

radio, television, and computers were (and, inlakter case,
still are) often championed as fast cure-alls fducational
woes by innovators who were often not involved ubl

schools themselves. “Impatient with the glacial epauf

incremental reform, free of institutional memoriek past
shooting star reforms” that left no effect in dayday
schooling, and “sometimes hoping for quick prodisswell as
a quick fix,” Tyack and Cuban explain, these refersn
“promised to reinvent education” with technolog@ {611].

Like the more general utopian visionaries of tedbgy
discussed in previous sections, many of these atooy
over-promised the scope and ease of change anddlack
nuanced understanding of the day-to-day socidii@l] and
institutional roles of the actors most directly dhxed in the
worlds they wanted to transform. When the messy,
expensive, time-consuming realities of using tetdgyoin

the classroom inevitably clashed with hyperboliorpises,
disillusioned innovators, along with the media athok
general public, would often blame schools and ealhgc
teachers for not solving problems with technologica
adoption that were, in reality, beyond their reaghen,
research on the effects on the new technology & th
classroom would start to roll in, showing that teehnology
was, as Tyack and Cuban describe, “generally noemor
effective than traditional instruction and sometmless”
[62:121-122]. Meanwhile, attention and resources Iheen
diverted from more complicated, expensive, or jwality

andharged social or educational reforms that didgmotnise a

quick fix [62:3] and were thus less ‘charismatic.’

This is not to say that reform or technological @@m in

education is impossible. Though the broader ingtital

structures of schools and many of the strategeshtrs use
to reach students appear to be unchanged, theee teen
many successful innovations that have altered #ilg tives

of students and teachers, sometimes dramaticdilly.eyen

more realistic reforms well-grounded in the reeditiof

students and schools sometimes have difficultyiggibroad

popular support outside of the school unless thdy a

charismatic gloss of rapid, revolutionary change.

This charismatic pressure can put even open-eyed
educational reformers in a catch-22 [6]. They nprsimise
dramatic results to gain the social and finandigdp®rt for
reforms, and then they must either admit to notiesitg
their goals, or pretend that they did achieve tHeither way,
funders will declare that the project is finished avithdraw
financial support, and then researchers and othservers

will begin to note the discrepancies between reégm
promises and their own observations. Thus, projbetisrely

on charismatic technologies are often short-livedt, off
before charisma recedes into the background and the
technology can become part of everyday classroom
experience. This catch-22 has dogged educatiofahreor

well over a century, and as the educational teduyyol
community moves on to the next charismatic tectgieto

Many media and(whether they be MOOCs or makerspaces), it willticoe

to hamper the possibility of real, if incrementdiange.



What is the alternative to this catch-22 of chaasm
education reform? Incremental reforms, what Tyackl a
Cuban call “tinkering,” are more effective in theng-term,
even if they are not charismatic. “It may be fashide to
decry such change as piecemeal and inadequatevbut
long periods of time such revision of practice, dd to
local contexts, can substantially improve schoolééy
explain. “Tinkering is one way of preserving whataluable
and reworking what is not” [62:5].

CONCLUSION

Through an analysis of One Laptop per Child andreey of
past charismatic technologies, this paper exposes t
ideological stakes that underpin charisma — thdityalfor
technologies (or, as originally theorized, peop8]] to
evoke feelings of awe, transcendence, and conmetiica
greater purpose. It shows how the promises thaischatic
technologies make are ideologically charged, hosy tban
be identified, and what is at stake when we areviran.
While it may be easy to discount examples from phst
given the perspective and tarnish of time, takirtgstorical

narratives about what childhood should mean andt wha
constitutes a good one, narratives that have beawaply
rooted in American culture and reflect American tunal
values such as individualism and (certain kindscodgtivity.
These actors have generalized from their experiemgth
largely white, middle-class American youth — ornfraheir
own idiosyncratic childhoods — that all, most, bteast the
most ‘intellectually interesting’ [49:44-50] chileln are
innately drawn to tinkering with computers and #tauics,

or in Papert’s words, ‘thinking like a machine’ [48

The case of OLPC shows us why it is dangerousntaréggthe
origins of charisma: one risks being perpetualindgd by
the newest charismatic technology as a result.ethdthose
who pin reform efforts on charismatic technologes often
caught in a catch-22 where their projects are ¢wdrts
whether they register success or not, becauserthgges of
charisma are ultimately unattainable.

Moreover, as long as we are enthralled by charismenight
actually preventthese technologies from becoming part of
the messy reality of our lives, rather than helping

perspective on charismatic technologies show us howtranscend it. We must remember that charismaiisatiely a

conservative charisma actually is — the same kiofls
promises have been made over and over, with differe
technologies — and also how unattainable its presrase.

Examining charisma can help us understand its teffead,
through understanding, counter them. This analgsiseant
to help ‘make the familiar strange,’” in Stuart MaNvords
[22], helping researchers in human-computer intenado
identify the ideological commitments of the teclogy
world. Analyzing a technology’s charisma helpsesognize
ideologies that may otherwise be as invisible atemia to
the proverbial fish. While concrete design suggestiare not
the goal of this paper, this analysis may also Hekigners —
who often hope to ‘do good through technological
intervention in ways similar to those analyzed herdentify
theirownideological commitments.

To OLPC's contributors, we saw that the charismtnefXO
laptop affirmed their belief in the power of comgngt in
childhood, imposed coherence and direction on tiveirk,
and gave them reasons to push back against doubtersin
the face of what might otherwise feel like overwhiglg
odds or ample counterevidence [2]. On the othedhar
saw that charisma could also have a blinding efféct

conservative social force. Even when charismatic
technologies promise to quickly and painlesslygfarm our
lives for the better, they appeal precisely becadheg echo
existing stereotypes, confirm the value of existipgwer
relations, and reinforce existing ideologies. Mehity they
may divert attention and resources from more carafi,
expensive, or politically charged reforms that db promise

a quick fix and are thus less ‘charismatic.’

Still, it is also important to recognize that ceara plays an
important role in smoothing away uncertainties,
contradictions, and adversities. As such, the mepf this
paper is not to ‘prove’ charisma ‘wrong.” What readt is
whether a technology’s charisma is ideologicallyorent —
whether it taps into deep-seated cultural valuesidentities,

as OLPC does with childhood, school, play, andneldygy.

This paper’s intention is likewise not to advocébe an
eradication of ideologies; just as it is impossiol@scape the
bounds of our own subjective points of view, so teat
impossible to operate entirely outside of the frammis of
ideologies. However, a large body of Marxist the@ng. see
[22]) notes that becoming cognizant of the idedlabi
frameworks in which we operate allow us to evaluate

prevented those on the project from recognizing orwhether they are really serving the purposes wee hap

appreciating ideological diversity, much less cargively
confronting problems of socio-economic dispariggial and
gender bias, or other issues of social justice meynost of
their personal experiences [47]. OLPC's XO laptopsw
charismatic to them because it mirrored their @&gst
ideologies and promoted a social order with thethetop.

As a result, their narratives not only glorifiedldhood, they
specified the kinds of learning that children asgunally
inclined to do. In glossing over the many compiesitof
childhood with universalizing concepts like ‘yeasieand
‘schoolers,” Papert and others in OLPC drew onucalt

assume they are. Only by way of this cognizanceaeaghift
them if they are not.
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