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Transcript: 
Matt Perault  0:00   
Hi, I'm Matt Perault. Welcome to TechKnowledgey, a podcast where tech and 
knowledge come together. 
 
China is so hard… when you're working in the tech sector, it's one of the most difficult 
challenges you could face. There's so much economic potential. There are so many 
people who might one day use your product. That's all really enticing. But there are 
problems too... free expression, surveillance, intellectual property theft. It's a difficult 
place to do business. When you're facing these types of challenges, you need a guide 
to help navigate them. And when I was working at Facebook, when I had questions 
about China, I asked Sam Sacks for advice. She's the perfect guide. She's a cyber 
security policy Fellow at New America and an expert on US-China relations. That's why 
I asked her to come on the podcast. We talked about China and technology what the 
NBA can learn from tech companies experience in China and women in the tech 
sector... So, let's get started. 
 
Matt Perault  1:13   
Welcome, Samm Sacks, Cyber-Security Policy Fellow at New America. Thank you for 
joining us for our inaugural podcast.  
 
Samm Sacks  1:19   
Thank you for having me. It’s a pleasure and an honor to be here.  
 
Matt Perault  1:22   



So maybe we can start by just talking about how we first met. So, we were at this Brown 
alumni event. I think I was talking about Facebook and law enforcement and cyber 
security issues to a group of Brown alums in DC. We started talking afterward. And then 
we went out to breakfast, I think, and talked a bunch about oatmeal and swimming and 
life in Chapel Hill.  
 
Samm Sacks  1:42   
I was really impressed by your talk. So, when I realized that you went to Brown, I just 
immediately wanted to come talk to you. But then we realized we had a lot in common.  
 
Matt Perault  1:49   
So, I think you were impressed by my talk, but you didn't seem to see that. In the middle 
of the talk. I tried to take a drink of water from the bottle. Like sit we're sitting on stools. 
So, I had it on my lap, I tried to take a drink, and it exploded all over me it was like one 
of those soft plastic bottles where I like squeezed it. And then one of the co-panelists 
was like wiping water off of my jeans  
 
Samm Sacks  2:09   
I did not catch that.  
 
Matt Perault  2:10   
Right? That's enabled the friendship? Yes. Um, and so, at the time, I think you were at 
the Center for Strategic and International Studies, I was at Facebook, I was the head of 
the policy development team. I think there probably are some people that might not 
seem like it would be a common thing that people who would be like sitting at think 
tanks, and then people who would be sitting at a company would end up wanting to 
have conversations about tech policy issues. What do you think the thing was that like, 
made it helpful for us to start a conversation?  
 
Samm Sacks  2:39   
So, I look at a lot of the tech policy issues from the 30,000-foot level, and I don't feel like 
that's necessarily that helpful to advancing the conversation, right? It's only at the 
intersection of where does that what does that mean for companies in many cases who 
are on the front lines of these issues, and so it's sort of in that conversation that a lot of 
the real insights can come out. So, I think there's actually should be probably more 
room for those kinds of conversations.  
 
Matt Perault  3:05   
And then on our side, we build a tech product. We create the Big Blue Facebook app, 
we have WhatsApp, we had Instagram. But I wasn't a foreign policy expert, I understood 
how law enforcement issues work in the tech policy space. I understand human rights in 
the tech policy space, but you are working on China stuff that was something that I like, 
really didn't understand the detail and the way that you did. 
 
Samm Sacks  3:26   



I think my career has been this sort of, there's an expression in Chinese, which is 
crossing the river by feeling the stones. And I've come to tech, sort of after being a first 
and foremost a china person. And so, I've had to sort of learn about issues like law 
enforcement and privacy in a Chinese context. But then I'm always going back and then 
speaking to experts who are working on these not in a foreign policy context. And that's 
what I need from my perspective to round up the picture.  
 
Matt Perault  3:54   
Right. And then on my side, I spend every day working in tech policy but Chinese 
foreign policy issues, were not something that I knew, I think one of the refreshing 
things about working in tech policy is you understand technology or you understand 
tech policy at least. But then it keeps getting applied in all these different types of 
situations. So, I didn't know anything about messaging. Then we acquired WhatsApp, 
and all of a sudden, I was doing messaging related to public policy. And as American 
companies have expanded globally, then foreign policy issues have come to be more 
front and center. And so, understanding more about foreign policy issues in China 
becomes more important in my job.  
 
Samm Sacks  4:26   
And this is something that I've been thinking about a lot lately in that the questions that 
come up for me in the US China tech relationship, many of those questions are about 
strip out China. These are questions that are about how technology is being used and 
developed. And now in the US China relationship. Some of those questions are often 
being confused with this is a US versus China dynamic. And I think it's actually a 
technology dynamic, and the conversation is being projected onto China. 
 
Matt Perault  4:59   
Because we're all still just learning about technology sort of for the first time together.  
 
Samm Sacks  5:03   
And we're trying to figure out what are the rules for technology? And then we look at, 
well, what's China doing on this? And that sort of drives the conversation, which is more 
about, oh, technology is going to really disrupt human society in a lot of ways that we 
haven't developed laws and regulations to think about. But look, China's already moving 
ahead in the way that they're approaching it. And that's kind of in a backwards way 
driving the conversation.  
 
Matt Perault  5:27   
Interesting. So, like, the critical thing is that there's some government out there that's 
working on a regulatory framework for technology, it becomes a loaded thing when it's 
China that's doing that regulatory framework. 
 
Samm Sacks  5:36   
Exactly.  
 
Matt Perault  5:37   



So, um, so let's back up for a second. We're here in Durham, why are you in Durham?  
 
Samm Sacks  5:43   
So, this weekend, I am gathering with about 15 other China watchers, across a lot of 
different disciplines. I'm coming at it from the China tech perspective. We have Chinese 
legal scholars, environmental experts, experts on issues like China and Xinjiang and 
human rights... we're coming together this weekend, because we are concerned that the 
conversation about China policy right now is primarily driven by fear and acrimony. And 
we are going down a path where we are careening towards a US China tech war, tech, 
Cold War, tech and trade conflict, I should say. And we are getting together because we 
think this is an inflection point. And there's a need for a more constructive, rational 
conversation around China. Just the other day, I was at an event in New York called the 
"Great Decoupling," looking at are we decoupling from China? And is this a good or a 
bad idea? I'm in the camp of this is a terrible and dangerous idea. But if you are in 
Washington, DC, that's a minority view. And so, the purpose of coming together in North 
Carolina this weekend with a lot of other China experts is to sort of talk about if there is 
a Washington Consensus that we should decouple from China, you know, is this the 
smart path to go down? And if not, what are ways that we can sort of have a better 
narrative? to sort of say, this isn't a safe route? Let's be clear eyed about what the 
problems are. But what are some alternatives to that path?  
 
Matt Perault  7:22   
So the China tech, Cold War, China/US Cold War played out through technology seems 
like this incredibly sexy thing cover the economist, people are writing about it all the 
time. I haven't heard that many people talk about it as a scary thing. Why do you think 
it's scary?  
 
Samm Sacks  7:37   
This gets back to what we were talking about earlier about. If we think about 
technologies like AI, like quantum like gene editing, and sort of the use of, of sort of data 
and algorithms to enhance predictive medicine and disease, diagnosis and all the ways 
that technology is going to change human societies... In my view, if we go down a 
separate path from China, this becomes very dangerous one because we lose insight 
into what China's doing in these areas. But we also lose the ability to have direct 
collaboration and engagement. So, technology innovation, I think, is really flowing both 
ways right now across the Pacific. It's not just China stealing our all of our ideas. And 
then, you know, we're being robbed. And it's a sort of outflow. It's actually, for a lot of 
the cutting-edge work in these spaces is happening in China, or it's happening in the 
intersection of sort of diffuse global teams of researchers and engineers that are 
working on these issues. So, if we cut that off, I think we're delaying the ability to make 
advancements in these areas, but we're also cutting off a channel at a time when these 
are conversations we need to be having with Chinese counterparts. Now is trying to 
using technology in ways that are really disturbing or troubling right now? Absolutely. 
You know, think about the way that big data and sort of facial recognition and tracking is 
being used to detain workers in Xinjiang. It's very disturbing. But does that mean that 
the fact that we have this fundamental, ideological divide about technology, does that 



mean that we should cut off having some kind of channel with that? I think that's more 
dangerous.  
 
Matt Perault  9:24   
So, when you use words like cut off or go in different paths, what are you thinking about 
from like a public policy perspective? Like? Are you thinking about tariffs that the Trump 
administration is imposing? Are you thinking about things on the military side? Are you 
thinking about sale of different technology? What are the policy measures that would 
correspond to cutting off  
 
Samm Sacks  9:43   
If we go back about a year and a half from now, there's been this steady drumbeat of 
policy actions. So, the overhaul of CONFIUS, the Committee on Foreign Investment in 
the United States, which evaluates foreign investment to decide if it's a threat to US 
national security. This was overhauled to essentially give this body more teeth. And that 
has been a deterrent on Chinese inbound investment in the US, it happened at the 
same time as an overhaul of the Export Control Regime, which is linked to CONFIUS. 
And this, depending on how it plays out will require export licenses for a whole range of 
what are called emerging and foundational technologies. At the same time, you've had 
Chinese researchers, students and scientists in STEM fields, being accused of spies. 
The most recent salvo in this whole attack was the blacklisting of 28 Chinese 
companies and government agencies that are seen to be providing either surveillance 
technology or AI that's being used to detain leaders in Xinjiang. There are a whole 
number of other proposals that are out there from the US side, which are kind of leading 
to this segmented system.  
 
Matt Perault  10:54   
So, can we pick up the last thing that you mentioned about blacklisting certain 
technology so why is that a bad thing? Like the use case that you just provide, it seems 
like, you might want to blacklist those types of uses. So why is that a bad thing?  
 
Samm Sacks  11:06   
Actually, all of the tools that I mentioned, none of them are bad things. These are all 
really important policy tools, right? We need to be evaluating the risks of different kinds 
of investment, we need to look at how certain transactions could leak sensitive 
technologies, we need to be talking about the fact that US tech companies and 
investors are potentially involved in a supply chain, which could lead to, you know, 
detention of minorities in China. None of these are good things. It's a question of the 
scope, right? If these things are used to target where there are bad actors, where there 
definitely are bad actors in China's system. But the way that they're being deployed right 
now is, it's sort of throwing the baby out with the bathwater, right? It's saying, and this is 
this is what's coming from the White House, State Department, Congress. If you're a 
Chinese company, the assumption is you are a part of China's military industrial 
complex and you are completely beholden to the Polit-burro essentially, or to enabling 
China's sort of security state. Are there Chinese companies that are doing that? 
Absolutely. Is every single Chinese company and every single Chinese individual part of 



that? I mean, that's just ridiculous. And I think it's about the sort of scalpel versus blunt 
instrument.  
 
Matt Perault  12:26   
So, then I'm wondering, like, what are the scalpels that we have available on the policy 
side, so maybe we can take the events of the last couple weeks as one case study... 
Daryl Morey the general manager of the Houston Rockets in the NBA, the National 
Basketball League in the US, he tweets, a statement of support for Hong Kong 
protesters and people go crazy. There is concern about financial opportunity for the 
NBA drying up in China. They've been trying to do more and more work to expand the 
reach of the league into markets like China. Players are concerned about the impact on 
their salaries and on the salary cap. There's concern about whether employees of NBA 
teams or businesses are able to express themselves freely, particularly when their 
businesses are operating in problematic regimes. What's the right way forward in that 
kind of a situation? Like how, what are the kinds of like scalpel tools that companies or 
industries like the NBA or the US government could be using to sort of promote 
engagement in some form, but avoid some of the use cases that you're pointing out are 
so problematic?  
 
Samm Sacks  13:29   
I think the NBA totally cross the line here. And we should we should have a debate 
about this because I want to talk about the piece that you just wrote in Lawfare about it. 
Where in the case of the NBA, which is different from tech companies being in China, 
right, in my view, the NBA is in China to make extra money, and to sort of exert soft 
power. What happened fundamentally crossed a line. I think that a lot of tech 
companies that are in China are there for much more complex reasons where, they 
have to be there for access to talent, for access to innovations that are coming out of 
China, because supply chains and development of technologies is so integrally linked. 
Anyway, this is a long-winded way of saying that right now, any American company 
that's in China is being perceived as enabling Chinese censorship, all of the things that 
the Chinese government does that we don't think conform to American values... There 
are times and I think there's just no roadmap for this. There's, there's no sort of guide 
that says, if you're going to operate in governments that look different from ours, how do 
you go about being there?  
 
Matt Perault  14:45   
Right. So, I think, I think part of the purpose of the piece I wrote in Lawfare was 
basically to say the NBA and tech companies are more similar than we'd like to think 
that they might be there certain components of Facebook's presence or non-presence in 
China that are that are related to soft power. Same with Google. Same with a company 
like Microsoft. I don't think it's not soft power if you have people buying LeBron James' 
jerseys and walking around cities in China wearing LeBron James' jerseys, that seems 
like a positive thing in certain ways, not because they're just wearing the jersey, but 
because LeBron James has taken vocal stances on social issues in the US. I think there 
are a range of reasons why there probably are soft power things that are associated 
with sports leagues in the US expanding to foreign countries. The thing that was striking 



to me about the NBA and China case was how few people were talking about a 
roadmap related to human rights' issues. So, they were talking about should this 
employee of the NBA have the ability to express themselves freely? And of course, he 
should... that seems like not a very interesting question. There are people who protest if 
Google is thinking about building a search engine for China that would censor certain 
words, Google employees protest, and no one claims that they don't have the right to 
protest. So, I think the way that this debate has been focused on expression issues, or 
the NBA is economic opportunity in China. That seems like a pretty sort of thin 
component of this issue... seems like the real challenge is the one that you're pointing 
out, which is when you have a business that has economic opportunity in a foreign 
country where there's a problematic government or government some people might 
think of as problematic in certain ways. How does that business govern its expansion to 
that market in a way that's cognizant of the human rights issues that are at play? And I 
think it's didn't seem to me like the NBA was really wrestling with that. And we actually 
have a roadmap for thinking about that in the tech sector.  
 
Samm Sacks  16:30   
Is that roadmap robust enough now? Or do you think it needs updating in the sense like 
I hear a lot about the global network initiative, which you cited in the piece, right. These 
are sort of a set of, foundational principles and guardrails that tech companies can think 
about and operate in these markets. I just worry that it needs it needs an update to have 
more teeth.  
 
Matt Perault  16:49   
Yeah. So, I think that that is one of the real criticisms, like real central weaknesses, I 
guess I would say of the piece that I wrote, that I'm pushing for this roadmap, that tech 
has used, and there are lots of insufficient components of that roadmap. I don't think 
anyone would say, Microsoft has figured out how to operate in China or Google has 
figured out how to operate in China, or even certain successful Chinese companies are 
struggling with it as well, right? And so, I don't think the roadmap is a perfect one, I 
guess my view is, we should at least start with some of those things. So, there's no 
evidence, for instance, that the NBA is talking to China experts like you, they should 
consult with people like you, even though you may not know everything about the 
National Basketball Association. Just as we were saying at the outset of this 
conversation, having when you sit in industry, having an understanding of issues that 
might be beyond the purview of your day to day work, and understanding how your 
business is being used in other contexts is important. And you need to consult with 
experts to be able to do that. And the NBA should think about principles that would 
govern its work in a place like China, just like a company like Facebook would or a 
company like Google would, in part through organizations like the global network 
initiative. And then I think there needs to be some kind of mechanism for transparency. 
So, we should understand what does the NBA's business actually look like in China? 
Apparently, they're like a lot of player development operations. Yao Ming, who is this 
really, really successful basketball player who played for the Houston Rockets, 
coincidentally? You know, there are efforts to develop future Yeah. What do those 
efforts look like? And are they protective of the rights of the people who are who are 



trying to succeed as basketball players in China? We don't know any of that stuff. And 
we don't know, because there is an effort around transparency. And it seems like the 
NBA could potentially demand that as an element of its operations there.  
 
Samm Sacks  18:35   
And these are conversations that I think needs to be had. Because right now, where the 
public narrative is going, as I think we're going to get more American companies are 
going to get outed for some kind of, you know, complicity with Chinese human rights 
abuses and whatnot. And I think the natural conclusion of that conversation is, well, 
American firms just shouldn't be in China, right. You know, Apple took down an app that 
was used to track police at Hong Kong... came out just after the NBA, there's going to 
continue to have more of these rollout. And I think instead of just saying that tie 
inherently is bad for US values and sort of what it means for the US to operate in 
countries around the world, I think the conversation should be, what mechanisms do we 
have to be in these markets in the right way? So, in May, I testified before the House 
Foreign Affairs Committee, and one of the issues that came up was, how do we think 
about joint research with Chinese partners? There was a case that came out where the 
FT had reported on Microsoft doing joint research with scholars at the National 
University of defense technology in China on issues related to facial recognition. 
Microsoft pushed back really hard and they said, One, export controls don't cover open 
joint academic research. And, Two, the technologies that were being talked about, were 
really theoretical, these aren't being applied, that these are sort of inherently, you know, 
you can't say that this is being deployed, you know, in Xinjiang, for example... 
 
Matt Perault  20:06   
Right.  
 
Samm Sacks  20:06   
And I pushed back against that, because I think that, yes, this may not be a place for 
export controls. But there are certain kinds of tie ups you can have in doing open 
collaboration with Chinese partners. Don't work with a Military University. But something 
that's often talked about is "Oh, this Chinese company has a party committee there and 
the party is controlling the company." That's the wrong metric to use. I would argue that 
there are a lot of really beneficial partnerships. And saying that this company is has a 
party committee is the wrong metric. Every company has a party committee, that's what 
you have to do to be a Chinese company, right? The question then is, is there a 
connection with a sort of state security or a military apparatus and we have tools to 
figure that out, so be specific, who's a who's an actor that you want to be collaborating 
with facial recognition technology or not? Now some will say anything related to those 
technologies is going to be against our values because of the sort of ideology that the 
Chinese Communist Party uses in approaching it. And that's where we get into that 
slippery slope, where I think there are ways to guardrail it, and others will say there 
aren't.  
 
Matt Perault  21:14   



So, you're here in North Carolina this weekend. Is this a focus for you for the weekend? 
And what are you hoping to get out of it?  
 
Samm Sacks  21:20   
This is a weekend I think about brainstorming and coming up with ideas to figure out 
how to have this conversation in a rational, constructive way going forward. So that we 
can I think it's built on the understanding that a constructive relationship with China is in 
US interests. And how do we do that considering all of the various problems that we've 
talked about?  
 
Matt Perault  21:43   
So, you'll solve it by Sunday night?  
 
Samm Sacks  21:44   
Exactly. 
 
Matt Perault  21:46   
So, you and I have gone to several different events together. And I think one thing that 
always comes up when we're at events together is thinking about the role of women in 
technology. And one of the ways that it always seems to be played out is the 
composition of panels at different conferences and events, and you always tell me 
things about the way that the way that panels are composed and how to think about 
that. Tell me a little bit about where you are now and sort of thinking about women 
technology issues.  
 
Samm Sacks  22:13   
The event that we were at, I think about a year ago, it was a really unusual panel where 
the one man on a panel of four people was Hal Varian, from Google. But he was 
surrounded by myself, a senior executive from Microsoft and a professor from Harvard, 
all women. This never happens to me. Usually, I'm the one woman and I loved that 
panel so much. And so, you know, I feel very passionate about having women's voices 
be more represented in the media, in public events in thought leadership in general.  
 
Matt Perault  22:47   
So, can you can we actually just like pause, I'm "mansplaining, manterrupting" here.  
 
Samm Sacks  22:51   
Please do.  
 
Matt Perault  22:52   
Can you tell me a little bit about like, like, because I think people who aren't experienced 
in the day to day of the field may not know that experience of what it means to be a man 
what it means to be on a "manel" or what that feels like. Can you just talk through kind 
of like the standard panel setup and what that how that ends up playing out and why it 
can be problematic? 
 



Samm Sacks  23:11   
So, a real problematic one is you have a female moderator, who is facilitating a 
conversation among male...  
 
Matt Perault  23:17   
Now, can we pause there for a second, because moderator seems to me to be that's 
the dream role. You're like the guru in charge of the panel.  
 
Samm Sacks  23:23   
No! Moderator to me, that's the worst because it says, "Here are our four thought leader 
experts on this topic. We've brought in a woman who can facilitate their conversation, 
and maybe an attractive woman at that who's like a news anchor." So, I actually a 
couple weeks ago, tweeted at Kara Swisher because I was invited to a Council on 
Foreign Relations events. They were rolling out a big task force on innovation. And Kara 
was moderating a panel of most of several men and I said no nice "manel" they 
organized for you, Kara... So, this is something I get lot of pushback, to be honest, when 
I do this, I'll get people come back to me. And they'll say, "We invited women and they 
just couldn't they couldn't come. But we tried really hard to find a woman." And I'll say, 
"do you have women in your professional network regularly?" Because studies have 
shown that having diverse voices as a part of your research, your regular work creates 
better outcomes? Or are you just scrambling to reach out to a woman when you're, you 
know, a journalist on deadline for a story and you need a quote, or at a conference? 
Because if you have those voices already in your network, it shouldn't be a problem to 
get them to show up.  
 
Matt Perault  24:38   
So then let me ask you a question about that. In my last role of Facebook, I was running 
global competition policy. The antitrust community is heavily white, heavily male. What 
should when you are in that role when you're find yourself in a part of tech policy that 
happens to be dominated by one race or one gender? What do you do about it?  
 
Samm Sacks  24:59   
And that that's a tough one, because you're trying to bring together people. But it's the 
fact that you can't get that diversity of representation is not necessarily because of 
anything you're doing. It's a systemic issue that reflects the state of the field. And that's 
a much deeper, more complex issue. I mean, I think about it also in the foreign policy 
field, I started my career out as a junior research assistant in a think tank that was 
predominantly white, predominantly upper middle class, because to afford to take a job 
as a research assistant and an elite foreign policy institution, you really can't do it 
without extra help, because the salary is so low. So that then creates the next 
generation of sort of, you know, fellows and experts in the field that were able to get into 
it because maybe they had some help from their family to afford the salary in the city 
where the job is, I mean, there when you peel the layers back, these are much more 
systemic complex issues that need their own sort of thought.  
 
Matt Perault  25:57   



So, can we get this issue from a more personal perspective as well? So, you and I have 
had a lot of conversations about the importance of travel in our field. So, if you just sit in 
a room and bang away at your computer and write, you can achieve some things, but 
you really need to be face to face with policymakers with other experts in the field. You 
need to be at events, you need to be out in the world. That's why it's the public policy 
world. Um, but traveling a lot presents complications for family life. So how is that? How 
do you go about trying to balance that? 
 
Samm Sacks  26:26   
I've been struggling with it a lot, because particularly in the US, China tech space, there 
are so many exciting events and meetings going on all around the world. And I have two 
young kids, I have a six-year-old and a three-year-old. And I don't want to live on 
airplanes. I don't want to outsource that to somebody else. I want to be there in their life. 
And so, I've struggled a lot with how to balance that. And I don't even think that this isn't 
even a woman's issue. This is a parent issue. It's the fact that, sort of, you're 
accelerating in your career, and that tends to overlap with the time that you're a parent 
of young children. And how do we do both of those things at the same time in the 
country that doesn't have great resources, starting with maternity and paternity leave, 
and going up through childcare. And it's a constant struggle. 
 
Matt Perault  27:13   
And you've left jobs because of this? 
 
Samm Sacks  27:15   
So, before I entered the think tank world, I was at Siemens, I stood up there cyber 
business in Asia, and I actually accepted that job on maternity leave with my second 
kid. Now, why would anyone accept the job to start a business in Asia with a newborn? I 
don't know. But I did. And I was I was really I really wanted the challenge. But I was on 
the road all the time. And I just decided I needed a job where I could have more 
autonomy... I I still travel a ton. I think the difference is, you know, I can be a bit more in 
a position to control when it makes sense to go and when it makes sense to be home. 
 
Matt Perault  27:54   
And how do you make those decisions? 
 
Samm Sacks  27:57   
I use what I call the "hell yes" factor. If there's something going on, and it's not a "hell 
yes", it's a "no." So, then what is "Hell yes?" It's, there's I think there's three main parts 
to it. One is, you know, is this financially lucrative? The second is, is this going to be a 
platform that's going to offer me other opportunities or be prestigious? And the third is, 
are there relationships involved, you know, colleagues and others that are really 
important to me as part of the conversations around the work that I do? And maybe the 
fourth category is just a gut instinct? Is this something that I'm really excited about or 
not? So if it's not "hell yes," I just won't do it.  
 
Matt Perault  28:40   



So, your weekend in North Carolina was a "hell yes?"  
 
Samm Sacks  28:42   
Very much. 
 
Matt Perault  28:44   
Okay. So, let's talk a little bit about digital health. So, one conversation that you and I 
have had over a long period of time, I think is our relationship to technology in a 
personal sense, not technology policy issues, but how we actually relate to the 
technology itself in our day to day lives, what we do with our phones at night? Do we 
observe something like a tech Sabbath where we put a phone away for a period of 
time? How we deal with phones around children or our spouse or family or friends? So, 
I'm curious about your relationship to technology. Do you do things like do you have a 
tech Sabbath? Do you sleep next to your phone? 
 
Samm Sacks  29:23   
The problem with my field is that everything is going on the other side of the world 
where things kick up in the evening, right around the time when I'm trying to give my 
kids dinner, put them to bed, and then myself, sort of start winding down for the night. 
So, if I'm on WeChat, at 8 pm talking with friends and colleagues in China, one I'm, I'm 
not being with my kids. I'm not present with them. And I'm also sort of not starting to like 
wind down and relax before sleep. And if you're anyone that battles with insomnia, you 
know, doing stuff on your phone right before bed doesn't help. So, what I've started to 
do is just physically put my phone in another space. I see so many parents looking at 
their phones all the time with kids. And I get it, there's a real temptation to do it. So, I've 
just tried to sort of create those barriers. And I think it's not perfect, and I'm still 
somewhat of an addict, but at least having some physical separation has helped. It was 
interesting, because in the Democratic presidential debate, the other just a few days 
ago, Andrew Yang was talking about this came up in the context of anti-trust. And he 
and he was asked about this, and he said, "Look, this is less of an issue about, you 
know, how we regulate companies, as far as from an antitrust perspective, but from a 
from the fact that our kids are always on their screens." And there's a need to have a 
conversation around how to address that which, from his perspective was really 
problematic. 
 
Matt Perault  30:45   
Right, and in some ways, it seems like it's productive to have to separate out those 
conversations because you may have a different you may be concerned about your 
relationship to your phone, or you may say see kids who have a relationship that scares 
you to their iPads for instance, but that doesn't necessarily mean you want a more 
robust consent flow as required by national privacy legislation.  
 
Samm Sacks  31:07   
Right? Like we're so we're it whose responsibility is this? Who should, where should this 
this sort of if there are going to be controls around this? Where does that happen?  
 



Matt Perault  31:16   
So, then another question I have about it is like what are the norms that we look to, to 
inform our own approaches? So, this sort of combines, this kind of combines, a couple 
of different things we've been talking about your role as a mother and spouse, and then 
your desire to be having an active, vibrant professional life with people who happen to 
live in a completely different time zone. And then both of those things also inform your 
own relationship to the technology and like how it feels for you, when you check your 
phone and you start a conversation with someone on WeChat related to work stuff and 
then five minutes later, you're looking up overnight oats’ recipes. That's the challenge, 
right? And then it's a 45-minute thing and not a five minute thing. Who do you look to for 
guidance or are there are kind of norms out there that help to shape the way that you 
would use technology? So when you there are tools that people use, like, technology 
products now have ways for you to kind of measure your own well-being by tracking the 
time you're spending on different apps, or there are people who talk about the value of a 
tech Sabbath, you know, on Friday night or Sunday morning, or whatever it is, you 
unplug the Wi-Fi and you have time away... when you try are trying to shape your own 
relationship with technology and balance it against your family commitments and your 
work commitments. How do you come up with the rules that govern how you end up 
living your life with technology? 
 
Samm Sacks  32:36   
I think a lot about my grandmother, who in the last few years of her life, didn't use e-
mail. She didn't use a mobile phone. But what she did use is she used Google Earth 
and she would use Google Earth to go look at the neighborhood in Bensonhurst, 
Brooklyn where she grew up and met my grandfather and she loved it and she would 
make these printouts of your Google Earth maps of work of Brooklyn. And I think about 
that, because it's sort of where is technology enhancing your relationships and your life 
and creating a sort of general sense of well-being? And where does that that's a tool 
that should be sort of amplified. And where it doesn't, you know, you can sort of create 
barriers around it.  
 
Matt Perault  33:18   
So, I think like one of the reasons this conversation ends up bleeding into anti-trust is 
the anti-trust conversation at its core is about power of companies. And this feeling that 
companies are controlling you and without your, without decisions that you would make 
on your own companies are going to make decisions that are going to end up making 
your life worse down the road. So how do you the way that you just described it, you're 
in the driver's seat, you've got total control to figure out the good uses of technology, the 
bad uses of technology? Are there times where you feel like you're getting sucked in 
and when you feel like you're getting sucked in in a way that you don't like? Do you put 
the blame on does it feel like it's you like you're to blame or does it feel like companies 
are creating these products that are reducing your ability to make your own choices? 
 
Samm Sacks  34:00   
I don't want to blame a company for my inability to use a tool in a way that I think is 
ultimately going to be the best from the perspective of, you know, the wellbeing of me 



and my family. Right. That's sort of on me. But I do think there is an important 
conversation that needs to be had about how do we think about the growing power and 
dominance of a number of tech companies? Now you are the antitrust expert. I am not. 
So, I'm curious to hear your thoughts on this. And also, how do you think about the 
antitrust issue in the context of China? Because that's something that we've gone back 
and forth on a lot.  
 
Matt Perault  34:33   
Yeah. So, I think there, I think that I understand why people feel concerned about the 
power of tech companies. I, it seems to me from what I've learned about antitrust over 
the last couple years that the evidence is pretty weak. For an actual antitrust violation 
under existing law, so anti-trust is rooted in the idea of consumer harm. Consumer harm 
is measured in terms of harm to prices, so our prices going up or harm to quality? Is the 
quality of your product getting degraded over time, or is the pace of innovation slowing? 
And I think on each of those metrics, it's hard to... there's limited concrete evidence that 
companies like Google and Facebook and Amazon, the ones that are all sort of 
mentioned in one breath and talked about how evil and scary and awful they are... 
there's not very good evidence that they are engaged in what would actually be an 
antitrust violation. And I think a lot of the push to change antitrust law would actually 
make it more political and actually would probably end up resulting in having worse tech 
services. So, if Facebook were broken up, all the things that people are concerned 
about, like privacy protections and security protections, for instance, I think those things 
would get worse, not better. So, I don't think the time concerns that people have to 
antitrust is the right thing. And I don't think the remedies that are being proposed are the 
right ones, but I understand the concerns about power for exactly the reasons that 
we've just discussed, which is you at times made that when your relationship with your 
technology feels complicated, you sometimes look at the company that's providing that 
service to you. And that can be a sort of complicated experience. I think it's one we 
need to think more deeply about. The China argument is complicated. I think on the one 
hand... 
 
Samm Sacks  36:18   
You want to just lay out what the argument is?  
 
Matt Perault  36:20   
Yeah, that's a good point. So, the I think the well, the argument comes from different 
people in different ways. But I think the main way that we hear the argument coming 
from tech companies is we need to be concerned about proposals to break up large 
tech companies, because these companies are super successful. They're American 
success stories. And if we break them up, they're going to be less competitive with 
companies in China. So, companies like Facebook and Google are competing with 
companies like WeChat and companies like TikTok, bytephone by Bytedance. And if we 
take action against US tech companies, it's going to weaken companies in this global 
tech war. And I think part of that there's part of that I really don't like... So, I don't like the 
idea that it feels like an excuse, don't enforce the law against us. Because we're 
competing with China. And if you enforce the law against us, you're going to be 



disadvantaging American companies. It seems to me if like there were, if there were 
real evidence of anti-competitive harm the US government should enforce even if it 
made companies less competitive with Chinese companies. So, I feel like as I've said 
earlier, I don't feel like there's a lot of credibility to the antitrust arguments. I think they're 
very, they're very political. They're very good for political purposes. I don't think there's a 
lot of underlying credibility to them, either in terms of the state of the law, or in terms of 
making people's tech products better. But I do think and you and I, I mean, you and I've 
talked about this, that US companies are competing with Chinese companies, that's 
true. TikTok is one of Facebook's main competitors right now. And it seems like that is 
underweighted in the discussion, when people sort of dismiss this argument out of hand 
and the government sending all these mixed signals so the Trump administration is 
imposing tariffs on Chinese goods trying to advantage US products. And at the same 
time the Trump Justice Department is initiating antitrust investigations of US tech 
companies. And so, I think if the idea was to really support US industry, you would be 
taking a more comprehensive, coherent approach and it's hard for me to find a common 
line through all the policy decision.  
 
Samm Sacks  38:20   
We've had a lot of good conversations about this. I mean, also in Durham, the last time I 
was here, we went for a walk and debated it. And I think my thinking is, is constantly 
evolving on it. On the tariff issue, I think the business community overall feels that tariffs 
have been detrimental to their companies and to US economic prosperity. So, tariffs 
have never the tariff war with China has never been about helping the US business 
community. It's always been a sort of leverage point that the Trump administration is 
using to try to get the Chinese government to the table understanding that they're 
basically throwing US companies under the bus, right? I think what I have trouble with 
on the sort of competing head on with China, is that, true, US companies and Chinese 
companies are racing ahead of the world when it comes to, you know, AI and the use of 
the internet and social media, all of these emerging technologies, this is really going to 
be between the US and China to receive the benefits of whatever comes along with this. 
And so, there's a question of, is this a zero-sum game, right? Is this going to be 
something where US, US or China is going to win? I just don't know if what's good for 
Facebook in competing against TikTok necessarily translates into what's good for 
America or American consumers. And so, there are times, if we want to think about the 
broader competition between the US and China in tech, is Facebook synonymous with 
the US writ large and that? And I don't, and I think that gets us into a problematic 
paradigm.  
 
Matt Perault  39:54   
Right, which is why I mean, when I was at Facebook, one of my one of the points I sort 
of made repeatedly is Facebook shouldn't be the one making this argument because 
people aren't going to be sympathetic to the idea that Facebook is complaining about 
how hard it is to compete with other companies. So, I agree with the skepticism that we 
I agree with the skepticism that we may not want to think in terms of what's good for 
Facebook is good for America. But I think in this case, the reality is Facebook is 
competing with TikTok, Google is competing.  



 
Samm Sacks  40:21   
But where? Like, you know, is TikTok, is yes, a lot of American teenagers are using it. 
But like, that's not going to be a real play for Facebook, in the US. I mean, maybe in 
India, or in emerging economies, is that where that competition is happening?  
 
Matt Perault  40:36   
I think it's all over the world. It's one of the fastest growing apps in the US.  
 
Samm Sacks  40:40   
And you know, there is something to say for the fact that you know, Bytedance or so 
Bytedance or TikTok is the is the international version of the platform. Bytedance is the 
Chinese company and there's a Chinese version of it and the international version. 
There is something to say for the idea that you know, when videos about you know 
videos about protests in Hong Kong. Those are not being posted on the Bytedance 
platform, right? There is definitely there are definite cases of censorship because 
Bytedance is a Chinese company. And so, if teenagers in the US and other parts of the 
world are consuming information, and content is being taken down based on the 
Chinese government's framework for these, and we don't have any transparency into 
how that's happening, you know, that is that certainly is a problem.  
 
Matt Perault  41:25   
That's a policy problem. But just I think also just in terms of thinking about the 
competitiveness dynamic. TikTok has been very successful, as you said, with getting 
teens to use it and being a compelling product for teens. And that's an area where 
Facebook over time has been, that's been a weak part of Facebook. Facebook's ability 
to compete from a business perspective. And so, I think, even though the products may 
look different, in many ways, it is a ripe area of competition and the focus is trying to 
create a robust product that people will use and then once you do that you're able to 
advertise against it and so both on the advertising side of the market and on the user 
side of the market where you're competing for user attention. There's robust competition 
with TikTok. So, I guess I've been surprised, even if we don't even if I understand that 
Facebook isn't a sympathetic party to make that argument, I've been surprised that the 
people who have been dismissive of the idea that that competitiveness is real.  
 
Samm Sacks  42:18   
Yeah. Let's get talking about it.  
 
Matt Perault  42:21   
Yeah. Thank you for coming. When you coming back to Durham?  
 
Samm Sacks  42:24   
In November, I'll actually be back at Duke November 26. I'll be here on campus giving a 
talk.  
 
Matt Perault  42:28   



Awesome. What's the talk gonna be about?  
 
Samm Sacks  42:30   
So it's actually going to be less about China, per se. And it's going to be about data 
issues. So I'm actually starting a book right now. It's called data and great power 
competition. And it's looking at how governments around the world are coming up with 
new rules for data, whether it's cross border data transfer, data security or privacy, and 
we're starting to see what I've been sort of calling a data "spheres of influence" as 
certain countries may increasingly be sharing data with each other but less with 
countries like China and data sort of becoming an important geopolitical tool in the way 
that it's regulated. I'll be talking more about these issues.  
 
Matt Perault  43:07   
Awesome. Can't wait to hear about it in November. Thanks for coming in.  
 
Samm Sacks  43:09   
Thanks so much. 
 
Matt Perault  43:12   
Thanks so much to Samm Sacks for coming on the podcast today. This has been 
TechKnowledgey, a podcast hosted by Matt Perrault. Produced by Sarah Cromer, with 
music by Velvet Negroni. 
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