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Today’s Agenda

1. Why we are teaching this course
2. Why are you interested in taking it?
3. Why you should take this course
4. What we are going to do together this quarter



TA Introductions

Please stand and briefly introduce yourself



Mehran Sahami

• Professor (Teaching) of 
Computer Science

• Chair, Computer 
Science Department

• Spent a decade in tech 
industry before 
returning to Stanford



My Motivation

When I worked in industry, I saw two things first hand:

• Many decisions with social consequences result from 
decisions made in code
• Rankings of search engine results
• Recommendations in a social network
• Objective functions to optimize in machine learning algorithms

• Often, social consequences of these decisions are not 
considered (or even identified) when the code is written
• We don’t realize the full implications of our work (e.g., perpetuating 

biases, creating anti-social behavior, etc.)
• We only deal with consequences after a problem is spotlighted (e.g., 

Cambridge Analytica scandal, creation of echo chambers, etc.)



The “New” Physicists

• After the Manhattan Project, many 
physicists realized the broader impact of 
their technical work
• Some became peace activists

• Some have likened the computer scientists 
of today to the physicists of the mid-20th

century

• In both cases, developing more technology 
does not provide a complete solution
• Need to understand the interplay of 

technology, public policy, and societal impact

Top Image Source: Charles Levy.



Unexpected Consequences

• “Waymo Collision Illustrates Why Society Might 
Eventually Ban Human Driving”

- Forbes, Nov. 7, 2018

• “Wielding Rocks and Knives, Arizonans Attack 
Self-Driving Cars”

- New York Times, Dec. 31, 2018
Image Source: Wikimedia, CC BY-SA 4.0



Not-So-Unexpected Consequences

“Revelations brought to light from whistleblower Frances 
Haugen, a former data scientist at Facebook, has led to what 
may be the most threatening scandal in the company's history.
…
Haugen told Congress that Facebook consistently chose to 
maximize its growth rather than implement safeguards on its 
platforms…”

Source: Bobby Allyn, NPR.org, Oct. 5, 2021

Image Source: NPR



Being Well-Intentioned is Not Enough

Enter Galactica, an LLM aimed at 
writing scientific literature. Its 
authors trained Galactica on "a large 
and curated corpus of humanity’s 
scientific knowledge," including over 
48 million papers, textbooks and 
lecture notes, scientific websites, 
and encyclopedias.

https://arstechnica.com/information-
technology/2022/11/after-
controversy-meta-pulls-demo-of-ai-
model-that-writes-scientific-papers/

Image Source, Left: Galactica Website. Right: Twitter
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This is Not a Spectator Sport
“Colleges are turning students’ phones into surveillance 

machines, tracking the locations of hundreds of thousands”
- Washington Post, Dec. 24, 2019

“School and company officials call location monitoring a powerful 
booster for student success: If they know more about where students 
are going, they argue, they can intervene before problems arise.
But some schools go even further, using systems that calculate 
personalized ‘risk scores’ based on factors such as whether the student 
is going to the library enough.
...
The students who deviate from those day-to-day campus rhythms are 
flagged for anomalies, and the company then alerts school officials in 
case they want to pursue real-world intervention.”



Multi-Use Technologies

“Google and Apple jointly created the Exposure Notifications System out 
of a shared sense of responsibility to help governments and our global 
community fight this pandemic through contact tracing."

“Your phone and the phones around you will work in the background to 
exchange these privacy-preserving random IDs via Bluetooth. You do 
not need to have the app open for this process to take place."

"The Exposure Notifications System does not collect or use the location 
from your device."

Source: https://www.google.com/covid19/exposurenotifications/



Rob Reich

• Professor of Political Science
• Associate Director, Institute 

for Human-Centered 
Artificial Intelligence



My Motivation(s)

• Computer Science and Silicon Valley >> the new management 
consulting and Wall Street. Why?

• Ethical ambition

• Stanford says it trains future leaders. Does it? What does 21st

Century leadership require?















Transluce is building the public tech stack for understanding and governing AI, in order to 
ensure reliable and safe rollouts of frontier AI systems.
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“The Goliath of 
totalitarianism will be 
brought down by the 
David of the microchip.”

U.S. President Ronald 
Reagan, 1981-1989

Image Source: Wikimedia, CC BY-SA 4.0



“Imagine if the Internet took 
hold in China. Imagine how 
freedom would spread.” 

U.S. President 
George Bush, 1989-
1993

Image Source: Wikimedia, CC BY-SA 4.0
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Yuval Noah Harari (2019)

Source: The Atlantic Monthly



Is Big Tech 
Rotten?
“Ms. Brown said a lot of 
students criticize 
Facebook and talk about 
how they would not work 
there, but ultimately join. 
“Everyone cares about 
ethics in tech before they 
get a contract,” she said.”

Source: The New York Times



Sou



Source: Kelsey Piper, Vox.com

Sam Bankman-Fried
Source: Fortune Magazine
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Your Motivation

Why are you interested in taking this class?

• Think about a moment when you saw/experienced/learned 
about/anticipated the impacts of a new technology that gave 
you pause about the costs to society of this technological 
change. 
• What was the technology?
• What were your concerns?
• Do these concerns outweigh the benefits? Why?

• Type up one paragraph sharing your thoughts and submit it 
now.  There is a form to submit your write-up on the class 
website: https://web.stanford.edu/class/cs182/

https://web.stanford.edu/class/cs182/
https://web.stanford.edu/class/cs182/
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This Moment

• We are experiencing the societal consequences of many new 
technologies

• These consequences are raising critical questions about how 
these technologies are designed, and whether and how new 
technologies should be governed and by whom

• You have a role to play in answering these questions – as an 
engineer, a corporate executive, a policymaker, a citizen, or 
simply a user



Central Themes
• The impacts of technology are not fixed. They reflect a set of 

“design” choices. Those design choices encode a set of values.

• The impacts also reflect choices about what policies and 
regulations society chooses to put in place. 

• When competing values are at stake, they must be weighed 
against one another. Who weighs these values and how? 
These are critical questions of governance, politics, and 
power.

• Going forward, you will be a central participant in this drama. 
Understanding your role(s) and exploring/debating the values 
you want to see encoded are a modern form of civic duty. 



Navigating the Moment

We want you to prepare you for this moment by:

• Exploring technological frontiers that surface difficult trade-
offs and require us to grapple with competing values

• Making those competing values explicit and thinking about 
why we might prioritize some over others

• Investigating the underlying technologies to understand how 
design choices can produce different outcomes

• Thinking hard about how we should choose the values we 
want new technologies to encode

• Grappling with the role of regulation and policy in mitigating 
the potential harms of new technologies
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Expectation Setting

• We are going to ask you to read and write! These will be key 
ways in which you gain familiarity with the ethical and policy 
dimensions of new technologies.

• We will encourage you to share your views in lecture and 
discussion, and you can expect that we will challenge you in 
an effort to sharpen your views.

• You will leave the class with more questions than answers, 
because the issues we are tackling do not have a right 
answer.



Image Source: LA Times



Modules 

The course will focus on four frontiers that (a) you are likely to 
play a role in shaping over the next decade and (b) where 
engagement with material from philosophy, social science, and 
public policy is likely to be helpful.

1. Algorithmic Decision-Making 
2. Data Collection, Privacy, and Civil Liberties 
3. Power of Private Platforms
4. Generative AI



Three Lenses and Course Design

Policymaker

Philosopher

Technologist

Image Source: Wikimedia, CC BY-SA 4.0
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Themes

• Promise and Perils

• Technical Solutions

• Rights and Responsibilities

• Tensions and Trade-offs

• Distributive Effects

• Making Choices



Tensions and Trade-Offs

Each discussion of tensions and trade-offs will be organized 
around a case study we have developed specially for this course. 

Narrative case studies include primary source materials for you to 
review. 

Case study discussions will be highly participatory and will take 
place during your weekly discussion section. 



Lecture

• Attendance at lectures and sections is mandatory.

• Lectures will be highly participatory. We will ask you questions, 
invite your questions, encourage you to talk to your neighbors, 
and think through the critical issues together.

• If you are unable to attend a lecture because of COVID or 
another health emergency, please email your teaching 
assistant to stay on track.



Section

• We have a terrific, interdisciplinary team of teaching assistants 
from computer science, philosophy, political science, law, and 
sociology.

• They will meet with you in small groups once a week to discuss 
critical issues raised in lecture and the readings.

• Section attendance is mandatory and active participation is 
essential to success in the course.

• You will receive section assignments via email. You do not 
need to sign up for sections on Axess. 



WIM

• There is an enrollment limit of 100 students for CS182W
• This limit is set by the Technical Communications Program based on 

how many WIM students they can support

• If CS182W reaches enrollment limit, waitlist will be activated 
on Axess

• If any enrolled students drop CS182W, others will be enrolled 
in the class from the waitlist (in the order they signed up)
• You can add yourself to the CS182W waitlist on Axess if you are not 

already enrolled and are trying to get into CS182W



• Come to lecture and section having done and digested the 
readings

• Engage actively in discussion

• Complete the five required assignments
• Algorithmic Decision-Making (Technical)
• Privacy (Essay)
• Generative AI (Policy Memo)
• Platforms and Social Networks (Technical)
• Final Reflection Assignment

Your Role



Agency
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