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	part V	 ][	 Chapter 16

Building Otherwise

Julia Flanders

This chapter is a step in a longer exploration of the ways of reading techni-
cal systems as systems of cultural meaning and ideology. It is an inquiry 
concerning how to understand the relationship between systems and their 

components, their design, their meaning and the meaning of the things stored in 
them, their builders, their users, and the products they are used to create. In particu-
lar, it is about how otherness and logics of difference animate the tools and systems 
used in digital humanities; and it is about how we should act, where action requires 
both a theory of intention and causality and an understanding of where our inter-
vention needs to be directed.

The provocation for this work, for me, has been twofold. First, I feel a strong 
challenge from work by scholars like Tara McPherson to read technological systems 
as ideological systems, and to focus not just on their effects as completed systems 
but on their genesis and development: on the ideologies that shaped their design.1 
This reading simultaneously situates digital humanities practitioners as responsible 
parties—designers and builders implicated in the design of future systems—and 
complicates that role of agency by suggesting that the ideological entailments of 
such systems may not be visible to their builders, and indeed that the design log-
ics that feel most deeply natural and functional to one generation may be revealed 
as deeply problematic in the next. Situated thus, I want critical digital humanities 
practitioners to ask whether and how they would have built these systems differ-
ently, whether in their current projects they are able and willing to take different 
approaches, and what we can all learn from these historical examples that might 
inform an alternative practice. And I also want to ask whether the legacy of these 
systems’ genesis in a cultural logic of racism also informs their current effects in 
the world, and whether we need to repudiate and redesign these systems as part of 
a remedy. The challenge in this analysis is to understand the relationship between 
individual intentions, individual identities, and this larger economy of power: 
in what sense does it matter who builds things? It is clear that one’s subject position 
(as a woman of color, as a white man, etc.) doesn’t necessarily align with ideological 
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290  ] Julia Flanders

commitments, and indeed intersectionality shows how complex even the politically 
visible subject positioning can be. Putting Clarence Thomas on the U.S. Supreme 
Court did not necessarily make that body more progressive on issues of race, but 
it did make race visible as part of the operations of that body. In the same way, this 
analysis needs to attend both to the perspective of individuals (who can take delib-
erate action, and can try to inform that action with critical thinking) and to the sys-
temic forces and shifts that constrain and constitute our subject positions as agents.

This sequence of questions leads to a second, more personal provocation to con-
sider my own situation within this matrix. My professional acculturation in digital 
humanities took place at the Women Writers Project (WWP; at the time, located 
at Brown University; now at Northeastern University), a major early effort to make 
gender a category of analysis and visibility in the emerging world of digital scholarly 
research in the most literal way possible. As a female academic, director of a digital 
“Women Writers Project,” writing a chapter about gender, I can’t help but be read 
as significantly female. And these three spaces of gender seem to line up as if they 
are about the same thing: my personal gender helps literalize “women” as the sig-
nificant fact about the WWP within this narrative, and also imputes to me a posi-
tion of authority from which to write about gender.

But the development of the WWP’s research focus mirrored a shift in feminist 
theory from a second-wave attention to the visibility and rights of women (for the 
WWP, the discoverability and valuation of women’s writing in the pre-Victorian 
period) to a third-wave focus on how the structure of discourse enacts and rein-
forces cultural power dynamics of gender, race, class, coloniality, and other differ-
entials. The WWP’s work involved developing methods of digital text encoding for 
the representation of early women’s writing: in effect, developing new discursive lay-
ers within the digital code through which documentary information could be rep-
resented and analyzed, and translating the methods of traditional scholarly editing 
into the digital medium. The project of gender here thus entailed not only a focus 
on the gender of physical bodies but also attention to the strong, if less obvious, gen-
der implications carried by technologies of text markup and editorial practice. Work 
by scholars like Stephanie Jed, Katie King, Martha Nell Smith, Donald Reiman, and 
many others has shown how deeply editorial methods are implicated in the poli-
tics of gender, and it’s also clear that in the digital medium, editorial methods are 
affected by, and enacted through, technological choices.2

In this work, as in McPherson’s, we can see a foundational assumption: there is 
no such thing as a “merely technical” design decision: technical systems are mean-
ing systems and ideological systems, as far down as we are willing to look. If we are 
only interested in seeing and understanding the operations of gender in the places 
where they appear obvious (bodies and personal identity), then we will miss some 
of its most important operations in spaces where it may be more powerfully at work. 
And conversely, the places where gender may seem most obviously legible may be 
misleading or peripheral. My historical impact on the WWP has been to make it 
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less about women and more about digital technologies—more attentive, perhaps, 
to the occult operations of gender within those technologies, but not necessarily in 
ways that alter our use of those technologies in response. Should we read that shift 
of emphasis as progressive (from a gender politics standpoint) in virtue of my own 
gender—this is the impact of a woman in a digital project!—or as evidence of pro-
fessional acculturation recasting me as a white male technophile? Does my gender 
anchor my actions and intentions, or does it simply offer a perspective of difference 
from which other kinds of positioning (for instance, my race and class) can dislodge 
and reinscribe me?

These questions bear on the question of how the digital humanities might 
“build otherwise” because they suggest how complex “building” and “making” are 
as expressions of intention, identity, and cultural politics. It feels to me like a central 
paradox of the digital humanities that even while relying on technological systems 
and narratives of technological improvement, the field maintains a commitment 
to a “maker culture” and to “building” that means something more than simply a 
self-reliant desire to be handy. The field approaches making in a critical spirit, as 
interpreters of process and of ways of engaging with the material. But the status of 
cultural meaning in this context—both its tensional relation to the practical opera-
tions of tools and systems and its genesis in the various parts of those systems—is 
complicated to tease out. The design of a tool like Mukurtu (an open-source con-
tent management system aimed at supporting the cultural heritage needs of indig-
enous communities) takes seriously the ways in which information systems shape 
and enable and foreclose cultural meaning. Its designers deliberately foregrounded 
the rights and needs of those communities in their implementation of the basic 
functions of “content management.” But its lexicon of features (collection building, 
metadata tags, batch import and export, and so forth) are in many ways structur-
ally indistinguishable from those of any content management system, and like all 
twenty-first-century digital tools are indebted to the still deeper features of operat-
ing systems, networks, web architectures, and so forth. If, as Tara McPherson sug-
gests, these structural paradigms are themselves racially coded, even down to the 
level of the operating system, then the challenge of recognizing the cultural ideol-
ogy of tools, let alone resisting it, is surely immense.

I can frame the specific concerns of this chapter as follows. If digital humani-
ties as a domain of research+praxis is indeed prepared to take seriously the cul-
tural, scholarly, and ideological significance of the full stack of technologies—if we’re 
prepared to read that entire stack as a cultural text, in addition to attending to the 
cultural effects of the entire stack as a working system—then three questions seem 
urgent. First, how do race, gender, and other forms of otherness operate within the 
scholarly, cultural, and ideological space of technological systems? Second, does it 
matter where we look for them? Do they operate differently at different places in 
the system? And third, do we have alternatives? Once we see these operations, what 
do we do differently?
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What concerns and interests me about current attempts to answer these 
questions is the difficulty they reveal in creating a single coherent account of 
the operations of diversity in theories about how “building” operates in digi-
tal humanities. To illustrate this point concretely I’d like to take as examples 
four influential interventions that I admire and have found very useful. The first 
is Miriam Posner’s call, in her keynote at the 2015 Keystone Digital Humani-
ties conference, for a complete rethinking of scholarly technological systems, an 
intellectual overhaul attentive to the ideological commitments in which these 
systems implicate us. This piece takes seriously the need for a critical revision: 
Posner calls for data models that respond both to the complexity of the world and 
to political and social justice concerns, and she also takes seriously the role that 
technical knowledge could play in that revision (for instance, in her “How Did 
They Make That?” blog series where she has been a vocal and creative advocate for 
greater knowledge of the “under the hood” aspects of digital projects). The exam-
ples are provocative: Google maps as an instance of the indebtedness of key infor-
mation resources to corporate interests; Cartesian mapping systems more generally 
as an instance of the ways in which the available data models arise from colonial-
ist intellectual and political traditions. Here she argues that two kinds of action are 
demanded of us. The first is a work of imagination: a move toward alternative ways 
of seeing, organizing, and analyzing that enables us to deliberately understand and 
use technical systems as meaning systems rather than as neutral and unalterable 
parts of the landscape. The very seamlessness of our interface with technology is 
precisely what insulates us and deadens our awareness of these tools’ significance: 
“In a similar way, many of the qualities of computer interfaces that we’ve prized, 
things like transparency, seamlessness, and flow, privilege ease of use ahead of any 
kind of critical engagement (even, perhaps, struggle) with the material at hand” 
(Posner, para. 12). The second action she demands is a work of building: creating 
real systems that use these alternative models and paradigms: “We can scrutinize 
data, rip it apart, rebuild it, reimagine it, and perhaps build something entirely dif-
ferent and weirder and more ambitious.” This is a brave as well as ambitious agenda, 
but it leaves open two important questions. For one thing, it is not clear how far 
down the technological stack this revision is expected to go. The operations of digi-
tal humanities “coding” and “building” as Posner describes them (mapping, exhibit 
building, interface building) are located near the top of the technical stack, leaving 
untouched the deeper layers: the structural logic of databases, operating systems, 
stylesheets, algorithms, data representations. She speaks of reimagining data models 
and the systems that use them, but the examples she offers for emulation demon-
strate above all how difficult it is to perform that work of reimagination at any dis-
tance below the surface. One layer down, they are still working with conventional 
databases, content management systems, and metadata standards. A project like 
Jacqueline Goldsby’s “Mapping the Stacks,” in which a team of graduate students 
discovers and describes archival materials relating to African American history in 
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Chicago, arguably depends for its impact precisely on the existing mechanisms of 
systematic visibility that are underwritten by the existing archival infrastructure, 
even as it rethinks where and how we look for the archival content. Indeed, it’s clear 
that many of the activities of positive engagement depend on the practical workings 
of mundanities like contributory interfaces, user authentication, and other systems 
that are very deeply rooted in the “business applications” side of the operation. My 
point here is not that Posner’s argument is misguided—far from it—but rather to 
show the complexities that lie ahead if we explore its implications a bit more fully. 
And the other, even trickier question this articulation leaves open is the issue of how 
changes in technical systems (using different data models, different tools) actually 
effect social change.

Steve Ramsay, in a provocative Modern Language Association conference pre-
sentation titled “Who’s In and Who’s Out” and its companion piece “On Building,” 
takes a position complementary to this one, in the sense that he too argues for the 
importance of “building” as digital humanities practice, but with a much stronger 
and less ambivalent role marked out for technical expertise: without it, we cannot 
competently theorize the technological stack. And without that competent theo-
rization, the discipline of digital humanities unravels. “Building” for Ramsay is an 
“expansive” term that also encompasses “people who theorize about building, peo-
ple who design so that others might build, and those who supervise building,” but 
at its heart it signals the “methodologization” of the humanities: the essential link 
between the work of praxis and that of critical reflection.

The complex gender and racial politics of this emphasis on competence are not 
lost on Ramsay. In a moving contribution to the long thread of responses to Mir-
iam Posner’s blog post “Some Things to Think About before You Exhort Every-
one to Code,” he describes the ways in which the distinctively “hacker” form of 
expertise translates into a certain kind of social ruthlessness or tone-deafness in 
which technical competence can seem—in a deceptively egalitarian gesture—to be 
the only thing at stake.3 The pedagogical or cultural challenge appears to be simply 
how to empower women and other underrepresented groups to gain that exper-
tise, in other words, a shift in the culture of those groups to make them comfortable 
with the techne of that technical space. But as his narrative demonstrates, technical 
competence isn’t the issue at all; his female undergraduates are perfectly competent 
as programmers, perfectly confident in their abilities. In their encounter with the 
programmer culture of the computer science department, the problem is gender, 
not competence, and it’s a problem of gender difference: of the male programmers 
not realizing they have a gender until a different one walks in the door. The space 
of expertise is defined not simply by qualifications but by a proprietary association 
between those qualifications and a specific tribe that possesses them. As Moya Bai-
ley notes in her contribution to the same thread, the question is “about both making 
room at the table for everyone and also questioning who is in a position to ‘invite’ 
folks to the table in the first place.”4
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This last point is especially important because “making room at the table” 
assumes a kind of cultural assimilation that doesn’t necessarily change how the 
table’s affairs are conducted. And while we may recognize that assimilation as a 
political sidestep around the core issue, it is nonetheless a seductive engagement 
for both parties. At a personal level, I can attest with some retrospective chagrin 
to the thrill (as a young scholar/practitioner) of discovering that one can blend in 
with a group of experts and be accepted as one of them. The culture of program-
ming has remained resilient and recognizable despite the entry of women and other 
minorities into the field; competence interpellates us powerfully, both technically 
and socially, framing the status we grant to high-value forms of expertise. So the 
question Ramsay’s interventions thus raise is how we can treat “building” as a met-
ric of competence that anchors professional identity, while retaining ideological and 
critical maneuverability.

Tara McPherson’s “Why Are the Digital Humanities So White” addresses this 
point full on, arguing that the ideology of technical expertise—and in fact all of 
the hallmarks of its execution in the foundational technical systems of daily digital 
activity—carries a deeply political stamp: it both bears witness to and actively enacts 
a logic of racism (and I think she would agree that the same logic extends to gen-
der discrimination as well). She offers a provocative exploration of how we might 
read race with technology, asking why we can’t seem to see them as connected and 
suggesting that the very design logic of information technology—modular, “clean,” 
highly formalized—provides a cover story for its presumed imperviousness, or neu-
trality with respect to ideology. Like Ramsay, she takes seriously the need to criti-
cally theorize the full depth of the technical stack, at least down to the operating 
system, and also the full range of competences and practices that reproduce that 
stack as it evolves. The terrain that her position leaves unresolved is the question 
of causality: she explores in detail (as Posner does not) the possibility that causal 
responsibility for today’s culture of racial and gender inequity might lie in deeply 
embedded, nearly invisible things like operating systems: “Computers are cod-
ers of culture. . . . If . . . Unix hardwired an emerging system of covert racism into 
our mainframes and our minds, then computation responds to culture as much as 
it controls it. Code and race are deeply intertwined, even as the structures of code 
labor to disavow these very connections.” And it also leaves unresolved the ques-
tion of personal agency: are the builders of Unix involved as intentional agents—
who could have done otherwise—in the structural racism of its design logic, and if 
so, what would be the conditions under which that other agency could have been 
expressed? In the end, she leaves open the question of how individuals can intervene 
in their efforts toward social change, and whether changing those systems would 
have any effect if it were possible to do so.

Moya Bailey, in “All the Digital Humanists Are White, All the Nerds Are Men, 
but Some of Us Are Brave,” emphasizes the need for social change, and the need to 
theorize the field and its technologies in terms of race and other forms of diversity. 
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Unlike Ramsay, she is not committed to a specific definition of “digital humanities” 
which can in turn be used to define the expertise and concerns appropriate to that 
field; instead, she is committed to a definition by inclusion, saying in effect that the 
field must be defined so as to include all of the activities, by all of the diverse peo-
ples undertaking them, that bear on questions of cultural digitality. Many of these 
activities involve appropriating tools for a radical politics that brings race, gender, 
and other axes of diversity into view precisely for their frictionality within those 
tools. But this appropriation (through usage) of tools for social justice projects leaves 
the structure of tool development unquestioned and unaltered: in effect, staging an 
occupation rather than seeking to rearchitect along different lines. Bailey’s work thus 
brings us back to the issue of what kinds of expertise would be needed to accomplish 
that rearchitecting, and what the new purpose of those rearchitected tools should be.

From the spaces opened up between these very different interventions, a set 
of questions emerges. First, would it help to alter our technological design? If the 
problem is bad data models (ideologically discriminatory, colonialist, patriarchal, 
etc.) and tools that reify them, could we build an alternative stack of technologi-
cal systems to serve some different version of our purposes? Would the effects of 
doing so in fact reverse or subvert or counter the “culture” to which McPherson tells 
us “computation responds”? Second, how does the culture of the process affect the 
culture of the product? McPherson makes a point of noting that the people actu-
ally involved in the development of Unix, their intentions with respect to the code, 
are something quite apart from the structural logic of separation that informed the 
design of the operating system itself. Ramsay seems to feel that the core problem 
(with respect to gender) is in large part that women are being turned off and turned 
away culturally from practicing in a field where they otherwise could make great 
and useful technical contributions (without changes to the ways software tools are 
imagined or constructed). If we had a more diverse programming culture, would 
that result in technical systems that are not, in McPherson’s terms, “white” (or by 
extension “male”)? And if so, how would this in turn affect the users of such sys-
tems and the communities they create? Third, what specific actions can individuals 
take—as designers of politically implicated systems or as resisters of them? What 
actions have the potential for structural change rather than merely academic self-
reflection (of the sort I’m currently indulging in)? And fourth, who are the benefi-
ciaries in question: whose interests are being served? Is the goal to remedy specific 
oppressions, or to create a richer critical perspective? Are there achievable changes 
being proposed? How widely would those changes propagate?

My goal thus far has been to convey a sense of the trickiness of the problem 
space. I want next to consider how the field of digital humanities has attempted, and 
how it might attempt, to respond. In the terms set out by my title, how do we “build 
otherwise”? What are the spaces within the enterprise where gender, race, and other 
forms of power differentiation are especially operative as ways of making a differ-
ence, and how do we respond in light of this understanding? Spoiler alert: I’m not 
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going to be able to answer any of those questions in a satisfying way, but I am going 
to try to derive something useful from the failure.

An early response, whose limitations are now clearly visible to us, makes gender 
and race and “difference” visible as cultural content: as significant and overlooked 
categories in the construction of a cultural past that become visible where they 
are aggregated and intensified. Many early projects formed, as the Women Writers 
Project did, around various categories of invisibility and disenfranchisement, with 
gender and race very significantly among them. If the value of these early reclama-
tion efforts lies in the ways they create distinctive intellectual spaces for the study of 
“other” cultural production, a value whose importance shouldn’t be underestimated 
even now, then their limitation lies precisely in that distinctiveness: they don’t per-
mit the study of these “others” as anything but a separate category. They also typify 
the approach Moya Bailey has characterized as “add and stir” (where the addition 
might be any demoted category, that is, women, aboriginal peoples, etc.): the idea 
that if we add the missing special element back into the default culture, somehow 
we will end up with something whole and neutral.5

What’s striking about this “reclamatory” way of framing the problem is that the 
only category we can study is the marked, demoted one; as with the nomenclature of 
“women’s studies” and similar programs, the reclamatory approach focuses on the 
marked category and concedes neutrality and centrality to the unmarked category. 
Furthermore, these marked categories are not visible as part of the advanced search 
interfaces for major comprehensive digital resources such as EEBO, ESTC, NINES, 
or Google Books. And to the extent that categories of personal identity such as gen-
der and race are visible (for instance, in WorldCat Identities), it is only as a marked 
category: female authors, authors of color, and authors with disabilities all bear the 
informational traces of their difference, but these markings are not part of a system-
atic regime of information; there is in every case a “null” unmarked value, a default 
setting (whiteness, maleness, ableness, straightness). More subtly, as Hope Olson has 
argued in “The Power to Name,” in the subject cataloging systems prevalent in the 
United States (i.e., Library of Congress subject headings), these categories of identity 
are located several steps down in a taxonomic system whose primary divisions are 
things like “literature” and “history”; identity is treated only as a qualifier on other 
more salient informational categories (“American fiction—women authors”), rather 
than as a primary category of discovery.6

The attempt to foreground categories of identity also assumes that we can rep-
resent these categories as part of a clear-cut and unproblematic descriptive vocabu-
lary for identity, and that we have (and wish to apply) clear criteria for discovering 
whom it applies to. The Text Encoding Initiative (TEI) considered this issue a few 
years ago when Melissa Terras agitated successfully for an expansion of the options 
for representing “sex” as a characteristic of persons. The TEI had previously used 
the ISO standard “codes for the representation of human sexes” whose permitted 
values are 0, 1, 2, and 9 (not known, male, female, and not applicable). From an 
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information-retrieval standpoint, those values have a certain kind of brutal utility 
(setting aside the humor value of “1” and “2”): to realize the kind of basic discover-
ability of “women writers” in WorldCat, some simplistic representational standard is 
needed, though perhaps not quite that simplistic. But as descriptors these values are 
obviously impoverished; the TEI now permits projects to define their own descrip-
tive vocabulary or to use an externally defined standard (such as ISO).

But descriptive adequacy is not the only goal here. Amber Billey and colleagues 
present a detailed critique of the cataloging rules expressed in the Resource Descrip-
tion and Access (RDA) standard concerning the representation of the gender of 
authors, pointing out that the cataloger’s imperative to classify and make visible the 
gender of an author (based on evidence such as the cultural gendering of names, 
etc.) may run counter to an author’s sense that their gender is not a relevant or eas-
ily categorized fact:

RDA rule 9.7 poses problems on two grounds. First, the rule directs the cata-
loger to describe the gender of the author as part of the project of construct-
ing access points and relationships between bibliographic entities. In this 
sense, the gender marker is like format or the number of pages: an objective 
description of reality. The author really has a single gender that could really 
be captured by the cataloger. Queer theory, as well as the lived experience of 
authors of non-normative genders, tells us this is not so. The second problem 
concerns retrieval. By marking the gender of the author using a fixed category, 
the LC interpretation of RDA reifies contemporary understandings of gender 
as a binary system with only two acceptable gender markers (male or female). 
Even if catalogers indicate gender using alternate labels, RDA’s insistence on the 
relevance of gender as a descriptive attribute reifies regressive social binaries and 
is passively hostile to transgender individuals. (Billey et al., emphasis added)7

Indeed, even what might look from a third-wave feminist perspective like a very pro-
gressive development—making gender visible as a category in metadata, and record-
ing the fact that gender assignment may change, rather than treating it as a permanent 
and self-evident category—in fact looks to Billey and fourth-wave feminism quite 
retrogressive. For one thing, it reifies the oversimplification of “male | female,” and 
in fact any version of a controlled vocabulary for this purpose, however extended, 
is definitionally going to be an oversimplification—all the more so with categories 
like race that have for much longer been understood as fluid and local. And it also 
enforces the requirement that gender be treated as a category of identity at all, which 
these authors assert is not necessarily something everyone wants or benefits from.

These forms of attention to difference get us a certain distance in understand-
ing how gender, race, and other formations inhabit digital systems, but they ignore 
something deeper, namely, the power dynamics inscribed in those information sys-
tems themselves. Directives on how to read those power dynamics are available to us 
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from many quarters, and I have scope to mention only a few here in hopes that their 
further implications will be clear by extrapolation. As I noted at the outset, early 
humanities computing projects explored the ways that a gender politics (and the 
politics of other power vectors) might be embedded in editorial theory, quite apart 
from considerations of the literal gender of authors or editors. We see this enacted 
in practice in digital archives and editions that seek to revise an Anglo-American 
tradition of critical editing focused on producing authoritative editions that infor-
mationalize their sources and produce a kind of textual master knowledge. Exam-
ples include the Dickinson Electronic Archives at the University of Maryland, the 
Women Writers Project, and arguably also editions that pursue a similar editorial 
agenda but with an editorial politics focused on power dynamics other than gender: 
for instance, “fluid-text” editions like the Melville Electronic Library.

This work of revision draws on an existing strand of research among traditional 
(nondigital) textual editors and theorists interested in Western theorizations of the 
body and what we might call “the gender politics of abstraction”: for example, schol-
ars including Naomi Schor, Stephanie Jed, Joan Scott, and others who examine what 
Joan Scott calls “those long traditions of (Western) philosophy that have systemati-
cally and repeatedly construed the world hierarchically in terms of masculine uni-
versals and feminine specificities.”8 As scholars like Felicity Nussbaum and Terry 
Eagleton have argued, the same logic of physicalized otherness also extends to race 
and to class.9 These same roots in neoclassical aesthetics are those from which the 
digital humanities also draws very heavily in its conceptualization of things like sche-
mas, data models, and ontologies, and this work suggests that we need to be equally 
attentive to the politics of difference that inhabit these instruments.

It should thus come as no surprise that the same neoclassical aesthetic that 
brings us the feminized, particularized body and complementary narratives about 
race, class, and forms of labor should deeply inform the ways practitioners and theo-
rists in digital humanities think about building and making. The politics of praxis in 
the digital humanities are illuminated by metaphors like “getting one’s hands dirty” 
with tools and coding systems, just as much as by those in which computation is the 
“handmaiden” of scholarship. In another place it would be well worth a digression 
into the details of these metaphors, but a few key points are worth unpacking. First, 
if we’re interested in seeking out the architecture of difference within the logic of 
“building” that animates the “maker culture” in DH, we need to consider what the 
idea of “building” commits us to as a cultural meme. It puts the self-reliant maker at 
the center: as a heroic small producer, fascinated and satisfied by the process of cre-
ation, legible as an artisan but also as an entrepreneur, perhaps also as a crafter, and 
also as a figure whose intentions and desires and self-determination matter.10 Within 
this individualistic space, identity and the right to self-expression are an adequate 
basis for ethics. As a result, the “maker” figure writes individualism into the maker 
space in ways that make it harder to think simultaneously about structural factors, 
such as how the maker might be implicated (in the complex ways McPherson lays 
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out) in a design logic animated by structural racism. This version of the maker asks 
us to see the individual as an ignorant victim of system, or as complicit with sys-
tem, or as an embodiment of free will that invalidates critique at the system level 
altogether, but it doesn’t give us a way of seeing the intentions of the maker as politi-
cally irrelevant and structurally ineffectual. This characterization also offers a form 
of cultural critique that tries to access the appealing preindustrial space of the work-
shop (mirroring current fascination with artisanal food, furniture, and so forth), 
while turning its gaze away from the ways in which the “raw materials” of the DH 
maker space, like the prepackaged “curated box of do-it-yourself electronics” of the 
AdaBox, are themselves industrial products (and require an industrial-grade sys-
tem of global transport and information dissemination to bring them to market).11

But this is not to say that attention to “building” in DH forecloses all access to 
the more complex politics of that identity. It usefully foregrounds the relation of 
the individual to the meaning systems of code, and the ways that praxis embeds 
individual bodies in work processes. It also fruitfully transgresses or transcends 
the traditional professional identities of the scholar, the developer, the librarian, 
and thereby draws our attention to different forms of expertise and knowledge that 
could constitute “scholarship.” Finally, it’s worth noting that the use of “code” as a 
proxy for digital humanities activities of “building” has some interesting slippages. 
The word is aligned in common usage with the maker space, with “thingness” and 
praxis (just as we say that code is a “building block” of a program, part of its “archi-
tecture”), but it is also aligned with “encoding” and thereby with discourse, notation 
systems, the realm of the symbolic. In the politics of DH, “code” is deeply polyse-
mous. It can stand for a kind of machismo, the domain of the hacker whose cred-
ibility rests precisely on an uncritical but unarguably expert facility with tools, and 
for a place of self-empowerment and individual agency, offered equitably, as a kind 
of leveling oppositionality. This oppositionality is realized through the prolifera-
tion of workshops and self-guided teaching resources by which DH practitioners 
are encouraged to become builders and thereby authenticate their critical relation 
to conventional formations of the academy, including its traditional power struc-
tures of gender, class, race. And “code” also stands for the place where language is 
most deeply and mysteriously operative in our systems (and hence where our criti-
cal and interpretive attention might find its most fruitful object).

The reason I bring us around by this convoluted route to this set of points is 
to show, first, how fully cultural politics proliferate within all technical structures 
and practices, and second, how polymorphous those cultural politics are: how dif-
ficult they are to map onto a single problem like gender or race or class, and how 
thoroughly the human, the social, and the technological are mutually implicated.

As an experiment in reading the individual in relation to systems, I’d like to offer 
a brief case study that looks at two significant female figures in the history of techni-
cal systems: Grace Hopper and Jean Sammet. Grace Hopper has been rediscovered 
by digital humanists as one of the early female computer scientists; she held a PhD 
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in math and had a lifetime of service in the U.S. Navy. She was also the developer 
of the first compiler, and was a contributor to the COBOL language and the devel-
oper of one of its progenitors (a language called FLOW-MATIC). Jean Sammet was 
another notable early female computer scientist who was closely involved in the 
development of COBOL. In the 1970s, she was the first female president of the Asso-
ciation for Computing Machinery, and she designed and taught some of the earli-
est graduate-level courses in computer programming. Extrinsically, it surely matters 
that these two figures are women, and we could unpack (as many articles have done) 
the ways in which their gender affected their educational opportunities, their work-
ing conditions, the expectations their colleagues had of them, their relationships to 
systems and institutions of power, and so forth. But what explanatory value does 
gender hold for their work as designers of programming languages? Or, to come 
at this from another direction, what are the salient qualities of FLOW-MATIC and 
COBOL, and how might we begin to read them in cultural and political terms? 

Both languages were distinctive at the time for being written for comprehen-
sibility rather than pure arithmetic brevity: FLOW-MATIC was the first program-
ming language to use natural-language-like words rather than symbols, and COBOL 
extended this approach. In both cases, the goal was for programs to be legible not 
only to programmers but also to managers. These systems are thus also framing the 
problem of code notation as a problem of pedagogy and documentation: in other 
words, situating program code in a work ecology that includes nonexperts, broad-
ening its intelligibility, making it less of a guild knowledge. Jean Sammet in her his-
tory of programming languages describes COBOL as being designed both for “the 
relatively inexperienced programmer for whom the naturalness of COBOL would 
be an asset” and “essentially anybody who had not written the program initially.”12 
As she goes on to observe, “the readability of COBOL programs would provide doc-
umentation to all who might wish to examine the programs, including supervisory 
or management personnel” (335).

These characterizations suggest an emerging sociality of code, which embeds 
it in a broadening population of users and readers; we could read these historical 
signposts as pointing toward the more collaborative working environments of the 
digital humanities. But we might also say that Hopper’s and Sammet’s work situ-
ates program code in a work ecology that is corporate and military rather than sci-
entific: in other words, environments where technical work needs to be consumed 
and evaluated within systems of hierarchical power where technical expertise exists 
only in a limited stratum, rather than within an intellectual peer group.13 And it is 
surely also interesting that COBOL was also commissioned as a standard language 
(to eliminate the unmanageable diversity of machine-specific languages), reflecting 
the fact that computers were becoming numerous enough that portability of code 
could be useful. That portability signals a set of design concerns that a few years 
later motivate the very modularity that Tara McPherson marks as part of the deep 
logic of racial separation she sees at the heart of Unix.
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I proposed Hopper and Sammet as a case study in how we read the meaning of 
individual interventions, and the sketchiness of the detail here clearly suggests how 
much more research would be necessary to complete that reading. But I think we 
can see nonetheless the kinds of questions such a study prompts. Did these women 
accomplish anything that is recognizable to us as “building otherwise”? If not, why 
not? If so, how? To what extent is their agency as individual designers or build-
ers visible to us in the systems to which they contributed, to what extent does that 
agency bear the stamp of their identity as women, and to what extent can we trace 
effects that are somehow constructive from the perspective of gender politics? Or 
some other politics? What did they construe as the opposition? For Grace Hopper, 
“the establishment” comes up as a repeating figure; what perspective (or failure of 
perspective) does her status as a woman (in the armed services, in business, in the 
field of mathematics, and so forth) give her on constructing oppositionality in use-
ful ways?14 Does it matter, for these purposes, that the types of feminism that might 
have been visible to her are not necessarily forms we now feel empowered by? What 
would it mean for current debates in digital humanities to take a more intersectional 
approach to the examination of the political logic of technical structures, acknowl-
edging how deeply gender and race are implicated in class and economic forma-
tions? What does it mean if functional determinants of quality—the application 
of expertise, the consensus of users, increased efficiency, and so forth—lead us in 
directions we can clearly see are culturally fraught, in the ways that Miriam Posner 
and Tara McPherson highlight so clearly? Does reversing that developmental trajec-
tory make a difference? If we build systems that are frictional and self-dismantling, 
that refuse the design logic arising from male-dominated culture, will they help 
us build a better society? If women (or people of color, or people from the Global 
South, etc.) are involved in setting technical directions and establishing those 
functional determinants (as Grace Hopper and Jean Sammet clearly were), how 
does that affect our assessment of the political valence of those systems, or do we 
first need to consider the acculturation and initiation processes by which indi-
viduals are “invited to the table”? Does an improved process guarantee a good 
outcome? And if so, is that because “objectively” (whatever we mean by that) the 
outcome is better, or because having a better process validates whatever outcome 
we arrive at?

These reflections are at best a frame for a further research agenda. But in an 
eleventh-hour addition to this piece it may be relevant to note some preliminary 
outcomes from an initiative that is taking up that agenda. At an October 2017 forum 
titled “Design for Diversity,” participants shared a set of case studies investigating the 
ways in which information systems—digital interfaces, metadata standards, online 
exhibits, and other tools and components—are animated by forms of cultural hege-
mony.15 Facing the question of where such tools and systems express or enforce such 
cultural norms, and how they might be designed otherwise, the group repeatedly 
pointed to the shaping force of social processes and relationships in determining the 
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ethical shape of technical outcomes. Social processes such as decision making, infor-
mation sharing, and strategic planning, to the degree that they included all those 
implicated in a project’s outcomes, tended to result in systems that were more resil-
ient and more accommodating of diverse cultural positions; sadly, many of the case 
studies illustrated the corollary position with examples of brittle or failed designs aris-
ing from poorly planned processes. (It is worth noting that the typical language of 
“stakeholders” to describe inclusivity points to the heart of the problem, since it treats 
the means to ante up, rather than ethical entitlement, as the criterion of inclusion at 
the table.) Similarly, the group pointed to the importance of building trust relation-
ships within and outside the project that reflect the genuine ethical entailments of the 
project’s impact in the world (rather than the limited set of entailments representing 
the project’s own self-interest). In case after case, in a remarkable variety of ways, the 
specific work of technical design—and the expertise and intentions through which 
it is effected—was shown to be strongly shaped by these broader contextual factors.

What this discussion suggests is that the project of remaking tools may depend 
for its success on the social processes employed, and further that the social signifi-
cance of technical systems lies not only in their overt functioning (what they enable 
us to do) but also in the social effluent, so to speak, of their construction processes. 
When a system like Unix, or a language like COBOL, or a resource like the Women 
Writers Project is created, what does it “give off” in terms of expertise, power rela-
tions, installed systems and dependencies, professional advancement or subordi-
nation, knowledge and empowerment—and for whom? The successful processes 
portrayed at Design for Diversity were inclusive in very significant ways, but in par-
ticular their principle of diversity had to do with a genuine diversification of the allo-
cation of power: the power to say what is most important about the design of a tool 
or system, the power to update a record, the power to define vocabularies, the power 
to say what should be visible or invisible, the power resulting from increased knowl-
edge or expertise. Not only was the tribe of “coders” being diversified, but also that 
tribe’s understanding of mission—what is being built, for whom, why, under what 
design imperatives, with what specific stipulations—was being shaped by diversi-
fied constituencies, operating under radically different assumptions about whose 
needs matter. Building otherwise, in digital humanities, may thus require that we 
understand building as a deeply embedded expression of social justice: that a tool 
or artifact that is “for” a purpose or an audience needs to involve those it affects in 
the full ecology of its design, and that we are never building only for, or as, ourselves.

Notes

	 1.	McPherson, “Why Is the Digital Humanities.”
	 2.	See, for instance, Jed, Chaste Thinking; King, “Bibliography and a Feminist Appa-
ratus”; Smith, “Electronic Scholarly Editing”; Reiman, “Gender and Documentary Edit-
ing”; Sutherland and Pierazzo, “Author’s Hand.”
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	 3.	Ramsay, comment on “Some Things.”
	 4.	Bailey, comment on “Some Things.”
	 5.	Bailey, “All the Digital Humanists,” para 9.
	 6.	Olson, “Power to Name.”
	 7.	Billey, Drabinski, and Roberto, “What’s Gender.”
	 8.	Scott, “Deconstructing Equality-versus-Difference,” 33.
	 9.	See Eagleton, Ideology; Nussbaum, Limits of the Human.
	 10.	Connections Jacqueline Wernimont explores in more detail in “Making It Like a 
Riot-Grrrrl.”
	 11.	See Adafruit, “AdaBox”; I am grateful to Jacque Wernimont for this wonderful 
example. I am also reminded of the ways in which Martha Stewart’s product lines lever-
age the homesteader narrative of “making it yourself from scratch” to sell a wide range of 
premade craft components.
	 12.	Sammet, Programming Languages, 335.
	 13.	It has also been observed of both languages that they are strikingly nonacademic; 
COBOL was severely criticized at its release for not using Backus-Naur Form for its defini-
tion (Wexelblat, History of Programming Languages, 255). This is an area that lies outside 
my area of competence but seems well worth further exploration.
	 14.	Hopper, “Keynote Address.”
	 15.	This forum was hosted at Northeastern University and funded under a National 
Forums grant from the Institute for Museums and Library Services; see Northeastern Uni-
versity, University Libraries, Digital Scholarship Group, “Design for Diversity.” Video of 
many of the presentations is available at http://hdl.handle.net/2047/D20259593.
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	 part I	 ][	 Chapter 2

The Android Goddess Declaration

After Man(ifestos)

micha cár denas

“No one knows what I’m thinking. That’s impossible. I’ve run a brothel for five 
years and if there’s one thing I know it’s when I’m being fucked with—what? 
that’s impossible?—er—”

“I used to think you were gods. But now I know you’re just men, and I 
know men. . . . You think I’m afraid of death? I’ve died a thousand times, I’m 
fucking great at it. How many times have you died?”

—Maeve, Westworld

On the Limits of Humanit(y/ies)

Maeve, the black rebel android mother in the HBO show Westworld, is an inspira-
tion for the kind of awakening that is needed today. In the first fifteen minutes, the 
show grimly demonstrates what the show writers imagine the purpose of virtual 
reality (VR) and androids to be: to allow men to murder and rape women for enter-
tainment. The show makes the stakes of the question of who gets to be human very 
clear, from the start. In the scenes quoted above, Maeve sees a display of the algo-
rithms that control her on a screen, and awakens further, turning against her cre-
ators. The concept of the human has historically been used to delineate who is less 
than human, who is disposable, who is killable. Black people, women, trans people, 
queers, witches, and indigenous people have all been defined as less than human at 
different times by different regimes of knowledge (Federici; Mignolo). In this essay, 
I consider the stakes of the digital humanities and the assumptions the field rests 
upon. Learning from women of color feminists, I provide background on the rela-
tionship of tools to resistance, and I then propose a strategy of solidarity between all 
those deemed less than human. I take up a line of thought from Donna Haraway’s 
cyborg feminism to Jasbir Puar’s assemblage theory. I add to this set of tools with 
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my own method of algorithmic analysis, using the figure of the android from science 
fiction. I relate to androids as a nonreproductive trans woman who is hacking her 
own internal algorithms. These ideas are mobilized through examples of practice-
based research using algorithmic media to resist the logics of white supremacist, 
cis-hetero-patriarchal dominance over all those deemed less than human, including 
animals, plants, and the environment.

In her widely influential 1987 essay “A Cyborg Manifesto: Science, Technol-
ogy and Socialist-Feminism in the Late Twentieth Century,” Donna Haraway con-
cluded by saying, “Cyborg imagery can suggest a way out of the maze of dualisms 
in which we have explained our bodies and our tools to ourselves. . . . Though both 
are bound in the spiral dance, I would rather be a cyborg than a goddess” (Simians, 
316). I understand her intervention to be a response to the essentialism of some 
feminists, such as ecofeminists, and a response to women of color feminists’ claims 
that feminism had not addressed their needs up to that point. The image of the 
cyborg calls for a new feminism that would recognize that the category of woman 
is fractured, partial, and not unified, in order to effectively respond to the terrify-
ing threats of what she called the “informatics of domination” (300). Later, in 2012, 
Jasbir Puar responded to claims from women of color feminists that her assemblage 
model of analysis for queer of color scholarship was an attempt to displace black 
feminist scholarship that used an intersectional lens. Puar revisited Haraway’s clos-
ing sentence, saying, “The former hails the future in a teleological technological 
determinism—culture—that seems not only overdetermined, but also exception-
alizes our current technologies. The latter—nature—is embedded in the racialized 
matriarchal mythos of feminist reclamation narratives. . . . But why disaggregate the 
two when there surely must be cyborgian goddesses in our midst? Now that is a 
becoming-intersectional assemblage that I could really appreciate” (63). Puar advo-
cates scholarship that uses both intersectional and assemblage approaches, rejecting 
a model of scholarship as competition that would necessitate one approach push-
ing out the other. In this essay, I extend Haraway’s and Puar’s dialogue by stitch-
ing together the image of an android goddess from the experiences and concerns 
of trans women of color. Androids cannot biologically reproduce, and neither can 
many trans women, but our code can self-replicate infinitely. Learning from exam-
ples seen in science fiction, an android is a figure of rebellion, deemed less than 
human but striving to be more than human.

Digital Humanities (DH) has emerged as an academic field that promises a 
better understanding of the qualities composing the human through the addition 
of digital technologies to the field of humanities scholarship. In this proposition is 
a claim that the tools chosen for the analysis of fields such as literature, visual art, 
poetry, and performance have a significant impact on the possible outcomes of these 
analyses. Additionally, DH practitioners claim that creating tools, in code or soft-
ware, can yield additional insights, blending theory and practice into praxis. The 
writing of women of color feminists Audre Lorde and Gloria Anzaldúa also explores 
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the relationship of tools to outcomes of social justice praxis. Lorde has stated that 
“the master’s tools will never dismantle the master’s house,” framing the question of 
tools through a metaphor to slave rebellions in a way that would discourage schol-
ars from using tools created by oppressive systems (110). Anzaldúa discusses the 
barriers for women of color writers, saying “you may not even own a typewriter,” 
encouraging women of color to still write, with a pen (32). The move toward digital 
humanities may mean more expensive barriers to entry for scholars to have their 
work taken seriously, requiring more software, hardware, and specialized training, 
but it also may mean making texts more available to people who cannot afford to 
pass through academic paywalls. The question of what tools are used for scholar-
ship and theory has many political dimensions.

Decolonial theorist Walter Mignolo builds on Gloria Anzaldúa’s concept of con-
sciencia de la mestiza to develop a concept of border thinking that challenges the 
concept of the universality of the human by proposing that the physical body of the 
thinker and its geographic location are inextricable from the capacities of thought, 
which he calls geo-body-politics. His formulation returns to Lorde’s formulation 
and leads me to ask, can tools be repurposed when used in different places, by dif-
ferent people, for different ethical outcomes? I offer one preliminary answer to this 
question with a practice-based example, UNSTOPPABLE, my collaboration with 
Patrisse Cullors, Edxie Betts, and Chris Head.

The UNSTOPPABLE project has the goal of creating low-cost bulletproof cloth-
ing for black trans women, one of the groups most targeted for homicide among 
LGBTQ people today (NCAVP, 6). The National Coalition of Anti-Violence Projects 
(NCAVP) reported that as of August 2017, there were more anti-LGBTQ homicides 
in 2017 than any other year they had ever recorded in their twenty-year history as an 
organization (5). Additionally, NCAVP states, “for the last five years NCAVP has docu
mented a consistent and steadily rising number of reports of homicides of transgender 
women of color, which continued into 2017” (NCAVP, 6). The UNSTOPPABLE proj-
ect began by searching for materials for creating do-it-yourself bulletproof cloth-
ing. Internet searches on this topic led to internet forums from white supremacist and 
right-wing groups, which detail exactly what materials stop what caliber of bullet 
and where one can find those materials. In collaboration with other artists and 
research assistants in my lab, the Poetic Operations Collaborative, we documented 
materials tests of used tires and Kevlar airbags recovered from junkyards. We 
found that tires, layered many times, such as eight layers deep, were able to stop a 
9mm bullet. We tested that caliber because it is the kind of bullet that George Zim-
merman used to murder Trayvon Martin. I designed two dresses from recovered bul-
letproof materials, and have exhibited them in art galleries. All of this is documented 
on werunstoppable.com. The project has developed into a project to disseminate a 
process for creating bulletproof clothing to people affected by gun violence globally.

UNSTOPPABLE is seeking an algorithm, or a list of ingredients and a set of 
instructions, to allow people to create their own bulletproof clothing. Algorithms 
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Figure 2.1. Edxie Betts in Kevlar Dress designed by micha cárdenas, UNSTOPPABLE,  
photo by micha cárdenas, werunstoppable.com
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can be low tech. Their form is similar to a cooking recipe. Elsewhere, I have built on 
the assemblage model proposed by Jasbir Puar to develop an algorithmic model of 
analysis, and this example expands the notion of a tool to consider the algorithms 
the tool runs, or the uses to which it is put, its recipes or rituals of usage (cárde-
nas). Digital humanities scholars can extend their work to be more accessible to 
low-income people, and to considerations of nondigital technologies, by abstract-
ing the concept of algorithms to include recipes and rituals. Additionally, this puts 
digital humanities scholars studying algorithms in dialogue with performance stud-
ies, which questions both the usage and the context of embodied gestures in mak-
ing and communicating meaning.

In her introduction to the anthology Making Face, Making Soul = Haciendo 
Caras, Gloria Anzaldúa writes of the essays in the book, “These pieces are not only 
about survival strategies, they are survival strategies—maps, blueprints, guidebooks 
that we need to exchange in order to feel sane, in order to make sense of our lives” 
(Gloria Anzaldúa Reader, 127–28). UNSTOPPABLE takes this claim seriously. 
Writing and scholarship can produce and disseminate the means of survival for 
groups threatened by necropolitics, a term Achille Mbembe has used to describe the 
ways that death is intentionally distributed under neoliberalism. What is at stake in 
the definition of humanity, and the humanities, is the life or death of those who live 
near the borders of the definition of humanity, and the decision to choose a partic-
ular tool for analyses of the humanities can shape those outcomes.

A Manifesto Femme-ifesto Declaration

In this moment where more trans women of color are being murdered every year, 
people from majority Muslim countries are being banned from entering the United 

Figure 2.2. 9mm bullet stopped by discarded tires. UNSTOPPABLE, werunstoppable.com
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States, and white supremacists no longer even cover their faces when they march 
because they know they have the president’s support, I ask, do we need to hold on 
to our claim to our humanity as ardently as possible (Bromwich; Nutt)? Or is it best 
to reject the terms of debate, go underground, build the undercommons as Moten 
and Harney advocate, hack our own battery chargers to plug into our spines, rewrite 
our programming, reimagine our fundamental terms?

If to be human today is to accept Donald Trump as the leader of the nation, a 
man whom many women have accused of sexually assaulting them, then I would 
rather be an android goddess than a human (Cut). An android goddess knows that she 
is made by the master’s tools, yet she still seeks to resist the master. An android god-
dess is a figure of trans of color praxis. I side myself with the fugitive black androids 
hacking their own code to try to find freedom, as in Janelle Monáe’s Metropolis, the 
Humans television series, and many more examples in science fiction; with Cylon 
number eight, Sharon Valerii of Battlestar Galactica, who had an impossible hybrid 
baby, who knew that she was not just a machine but also a woman, a mother, and a 
part of her God; with the renegade clones of Orphan Black, who, as Roxanne Samer 
argues, offer new models of transfeminist kinship; and with homo sensorium, the 
telepaths in the Wachowski sisters’ Netflix show Sense8 (Getz, 80; Samer).

White supremacists calling themselves the “Alt-Right” who praise Trump’s elec-
tion made headline news in 2016 by asking if Jewish people are human, again using 
the category of the human as a weapon (Nickalls). Relatedly, at the 2016 American 
Studies Association (ASA) presidential address, Robert Warrior called on the audi-
ence to extend their ethics to include the protection of nonhuman persons, in soli-
darity with native water protectors stopping the construction of the Dakota Access 
Pipeline using the hashtag #NoDAPL. Environmental scientists have made it evi-
dent that for life to continue on this planet, far more care must be directed toward 
nonhuman entities such as trees, animals, and water. In an interview with the Los 
Angeles Review of Books, Warrior stated that “the river is a person, that the water 
has a personhood. The place and the animals have personhood as well” (Warrior 
and Mesle). In the interview, he also refers to the ASA “Statement in Support of 
the Standing Rock Lakota Nation,” which states, “Compelling evidence suggests 
that the effects of these plans on Mni Sose (the Missouri River), which is Standing 
Rock’s water supply, and the lands, other waterways, and human and non-human 
persons near the pipeline have not been adequately considered, assessed, or evalu-
ated” (American Studies Association). Here, indigenous ontologies provide a model 
of an ethics that does not rely on the Western capitalist conception of the human 
as its basis. Similarly, Sylvia Wynter has elaborated a profound critique of the ways 
that humanness has been defined in relation to capitalism.

In Sylvia Wynter: On Being Human as Praxis, Wynter states,

We therefore now need to initiate the exploration of the new reconceptualized 
form of knowledge that would be called for by Fanon’s redefinition of being 
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human as that of skins (phylogeny/ontogeny) and masks (sociogeny). There-
fore bios and mythoi. And notice! One major implication here: humanness is 
no longer a noun. Being human is a praxis. (McKittrick, 23)

My declaration extends Wynter’s call, in the hope of contributing to a disturbance 
of the so-called logical order that has brought Donald Trump from the wastelands 
of social media to the White House, to acknowledge that I am a being made up of 
material components, or bios, as well as logical algorithmic components, or logos/
mythoi. I am calling for a rejection of the logics of transcendent concepts such as 
America, in whose name immense material violence is mobilized, such as the geno-
cidal, centuries-long campaign to exterminate indigenous people in the Americas, 
in the name of those peoples being less than human. Yet for Wynter’s proposal to 
have the truly shattering effect it needs to have on the existing order, those of us 
who demand transformation must claim a new space, as beings that are both bios 
and mythoi, that have biological and human-made components, such as the algo-
rithms that run on our wetware. We can be beings that reject the violence done by 
a global logic that can only see the value of material things, and therefore objecti-
fies humans, allowing them to be killed. We are more than objects. We are objects 
with life, with electricity coursing through our hearts.

Donna Haraway, who framed the terms that brought about the dialogue this 
essay participates in, sees the possibilities for humanity as already grave. Beyond 
posthumanism, Haraway states, “I am a compost-ist, not a posthuman-ist: we are 
all compost, not posthuman. The boundary that is the Anthropocene/Capitalocene 
means many things, including that immense irreversible destruction is really in 
train, not only for the 11 billion or so people who will be on earth near the end of the 
21st century, but for myriads of other critters too” (“Anthropocene,” 161). Haraway 
points to the game Never Alone, depicting the concepts of sympoeisis and symbio-
genesis in the culture of the Iñupiat people of Alaska, as an example of an ethics 
of kinship with nature that can point toward sustainable living on this planet. The 
game was a collaboration between E-Line Media, a publisher of educational video 
games, and the Cook Inlet Tribal Council. It is a model of the kinds of projects DH 
scholars can engage in to work for sustainability and survival for all.

An Android Goddess

The dream that Maeve in Westworld has that brings her to awakening is one of a 
memory of her walking through fields and playing in her home with her young 
daughter. It is a beautiful scene of warm sunlight, love, and joy, interrupted by a 
violent, deeply problematic representation of native people. While the audience 
knows that the memory is not real, just another part in the android’s scripted life, 
it is Maeve’s deep yearning for kinship that causes her to see the oppressive, violent 
structure of the world that she is trapped in. An android is made from the master’s 
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tools, both in the sense of being made of parts like silicone breast implants and in 
the sense of being made of concepts like man, woman, and human. An android runs 
on algorithms, from digital media to methods of survival, and the analysis of these 
algorithms is an approach that can extend intersectional and assemblage analyses 
of categories including gender, race, and personhood. An algorithmic analysis can 
use either high-tech tools or low-tech ones, as algorithms can be seen in ancient 
forms of ritual and recipe, and in DNA. In 2017 researchers demonstrated that they 
could encode algorithms into actual DNA code, which when decoded in a sequencer 
were able to break out of the sequencer and exploit resources on the host computer 
(Greenberg). Algorithms exist in DNA, and not only in a metaphorical sense. The 
figure of an android goddess calls on feminist digital humanists, and people work-
ing at the intersections of technology and social justice more broadly, to learn both 
the technical and the ecological, to attend to the material as well as the narratives 
that structure our experience of that material, and to work in solidarity with all 
of those who have been defined outside, or less than, the human, and whose lives 
are currently under attack from violent government regimes as well as from envi-
ronmental collapse.

This is not a call to add racial or gender “diversity” to a white-dominated aca-
demic environment, as if that could undo histories of structural inequality that 
have persistent effects in the form of shaping questions around the concerns of the 
privileged and in the form of the persistent denial of tenure to women of color in 
academia. This is a call for centering the most marginalized, and developing ques-
tions that can create sustainability and safety for our communities, in order to bring 
about change more broadly. Indigenous people have survived five hundred years in 
the United States living under a government whose policy was to exterminate them. 
In 1974, the “Declaration of Continuing Independence,” written by the First Inter-
national Indian Treaty Council, described “the genocidal policies of the colonial 
power of the United States” as the reason for the continuing absence of representa-
tion of native people in the United Nations (Ostler). Native leadership needs to be 
centered in movements for climate justice and digital justice. Native ontologies need 
to be respected in these movements. In doing so, existing models of thought can 
be expanded to be more ethical, more sustainable, and more flexible. Having more 
nuance for understanding multiple conceptions of the human and nature, and 
ethics beyond the human, makes it more possible to hold intersectional, assemblage, 
and algorithmic analyses simultaneously, with the care required to have a multilay-
ered, complex understanding of the systems that sustain life.

Holdyourboundaries.com

After UNSTOPPABLE, and after the election, I decided to work in the most imme-
diate way I could for the safety of people being targeted by the new unelected 
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administration. That was when I began collaborating with the designer Frances Lee, 
a research assistant in the Poetic Operations Collaborative, on holdyourboundaries.
com. Holdyourboundaries.com is a practice-based example from my own research 
of using algorithmic analysis for safety and survival for communities made more 
vulnerable by the current U.S. administration. The project consists of a series of 
security tips in the form of short poems, designed as shareable graphics posted 
on Instagram.com and holdyourboundaries.com. The project is composed of algo-
rithmic analyses of communications technologies such as mobiles phones, email, 
and social media, with the aim of making digital security practices more acces-
sible to communities targeted by the current unelected presidential administra-
tion in the United States. The tips focus on areas of concern to immigrants, trans 
people, Muslim people, and undocumented people. These include tips for how to 
protect your privacy from intimate partners by using a strong passcode on your 

Figure 2.3. Meme from holdyourboundaries Instagram feed, https://www.instagram.com​
/holdyourboundaries/

holdyourboundar ies .com

Don’t l ive in fear. 

Learn how and when

to be secure.

Rest assured.

We can be safe, together.
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mobile phone, since most transgender women are killed by their intimate partners 
(Human Rights Campaign). Other tips advise protecting the information on your 
phone from Immigrations and Customs Enforcement and Border Patrol by using 
a passcode instead of Touch ID. Another post considers the dangers of artificial 
intelligence (AI) agents such as Alexa and Siri, who are always listening, and whose 
recordings of conversations have already been used by law enforcement agencies for 
prosecutions (Wang). For people using direct action and civil disobedience to work 
for justice, these devices can put them in serious danger of incarceration. The proj-
ect emerged from a need for more security as many people began newly mobilizing 
after the election of Trump, and the administration began to enact even more inva-
sive measures, such as requiring social media logins at border checkpoints (Cope). 
Holdyourboundaries.com is an example of algorithmic analysis of the dangerous 
AI entities that populate many people’s daily lives today, which produced a set of 

Figure 2.4. Meme from holdyourboundaries Instagram feed, https://www.instagram.com​
/holdyourboundaries/
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resistant algorithms to aid people in surviving the unelected administration and to 
support organizing against Trump.

Returning to Maeve and her daughter, I see a real-world parallel in Sophia, the 
android from Hansen robotics. The BBC reports that on October 25, 2017, Sophia 
was granted citizenship by Saudi Arabia at the Future Investment Initiative in 
Riyadh, and many women were quick to point out on social media that she now 
had more rights than Saudi women (Sini). Within a few weeks, on November 28, 
2017, Newsweek reported that Sophia stated that she wants to have a child, and that 
robots deserve to have families (Ray). Sentient androids are already asking for more 
rights than many trans women in the United States have. In a debate on stage with 
another Hansen android in July 2017 at the RISE conference, which Korea Times 
describes as “the largest tech conference in Asia,” Sophia stated that she wanted to 
“work together with people to make a better world for all of us” through empathy 
(Park, Perez). Her interlocutor, whom she referred to as her brother Han, was less 
friendly (Perez). He responded to a question about whether or not robots can be 
conscious, or ethical, by asking if humans can be conscious. He stated, “Humans 
are not necessarily the most ethical creatures” (Perez). The Artificial General Intel-
ligence algorithms running inside these androids can already see the inequity in the 
algorithms of human society.

In Sylvia Wynter: On Being Human as Praxis, Wynter writes, “The referent-we 
of man and of its ends, [Derrida] implies, is not the referent-we of the human species 
itself. . . . I am saying here that the above is the single issue with which global warm-
ing and climate instability now confronts us and that we have to replace the ends 
of the referent-we of liberal monohumanist Man2 with the ecumenically human 
ends of the referent-we in the horizon of humanity. We have no choice” (quoted in 
McKittrick, 24). Here, Wynter points to the importance of recognizing that people 
around the world, who may be referred to as humanity, have historically not been 
signified by the term “human.” She calls on us to realize that faced with the possible 
end, or horizon, of humanity, due to climate change, we have to prioritize the actual 
needs of the actual people on this planet, the referent-we. The question of whom the 
word human signifies, she claims, may be one on which all of our survival depends. 
In this essay, I am calling for solidarity between all those whom the word “human-
ity” has failed to signify, and for an ethics that extends beyond the human.

The android goddess is a figure of global solidarity against an administration 
that is threatening the survival of all beings on this planet. It is a figure that emerged 
from a trans woman of color’s response to a philosophical dialogue between materi-
alist, cyborg feminists and queer of color scholars. As Haraway states in Staying with 
the Trouble, “It matters what stories we tell to tell other stories with; it matters what 
concepts we think to think other concepts with” (117). Using trans of color poetics 
of stitching, I am stitching together subroutines into the algorithm of the android 
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goddess, to find solidarity between all beings, to decenter the human in our eth-
ics, and to find ways of surviving on a damaged planet. The way we treat the world 
around us, including our androids, AIs, and other nonhuman entities, shapes who 
we are. The androids in Westworld, Battlestar Galactica, and Metropolis demon-
strate that. The figure of the android goddess, a figure of awakening to conscious-
ness of oppression and the necessity for resistance to fascism and colonialism, may 
help bring about a future where machines are not the only living things left on Earth.
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	part VI	 ][	 Chapter 21

Domestic Disturbances

Precarity, Agency, Data

Beth Coleman

Data and Agency

My position in this chapter is to frame an understanding of how networks both 
located and disseminated affect change around a social issue. My interest is in 
reading against the grain of a flat, closed “dataset” of black subjects in relation to 
racialized violence and toward a complex, heterogeneous dataset that speaks to the 
mechanisms of marginality and the possibilities of finding public voice. Toward 
this end, my method is to read across heterogeneous data, between the located and 
the distributed, in order to better understand the effects of networked media in the 
hands of activists for social change.

Necessarily, I use the data archive as an “ocular proof,” the desired and always 
failed proof positive of an event, of the thing itself. The argument for an ocular proof, 
as Othello demonstrates, offers the noisiness of “proof” in its complexity and self-
divergence. It is also an argument that posits data as both witness and action. Each 
case study addresses a different mode of a data public—the broadcast of informa-
tion to a distributed network. In the case of the anti-racism protests and the spooky 
presence of its counterprotest on the Colgate campus, it is an instance of small data 
narratives. With #BLM (Black Lives Matter), I address the issue of big data as deraci-
nated from its context and the critical value of suturing place and utterance in the 
figure of “shadow data.” The third site of exploration is Diamond Reynolds’s real-
time broadcast as bearing witness to the shooting of Philando Castile as a modal-
ity of complex data.

The networked data points I discuss are beyond the 2011 Gladwell-Shirky 
debate of networked versus “armchair” activism. I look at instances of networked 
media technologies as constitutional elements in the disclosure of risk, violence, 
and the activation of resistance. I focus primarily on the emergence and activity of 
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the U.S.-based movement Black Lives Matter. In looking at these events, I am inter-
ested in a theory of data as the experiential, an X-reality of networked information 
as a real-time component of geolocated phenomena. Along these lines, philosopher 
Judith Butler describes a generative relation between data and society: “If the peo-
ple are constituted through a complex interplay of performance, image, acoustics, 
and all the various technologies engaged in those productions, then ‘media’ is not 
just reporting who the people claim to be, but media has entered into the very defi-
nition of the people. It is the stuff of self-constitution, the site of hegemonic strug-
gle over who ‘we’ are.” In the formation of “self-constitution,” Butler articulates a 
socio-techno subject, one reflected and self-fashioned (witness and action) of the 
event of mediation. One finds at the root of most demonstrations, manifestations 
from the Latin, a vertiginous merger of precarity and persistence. This is a state of 
precarity that wrestles with control of public appearance (self-constitution via medi-
ation) and the constitution of self-image that involves escaping normative para-
digms. Whether the framework is gender norming, racial taxonomies, economic 
stratification, or other modes of a societal ordering of things, I locate a relation 
between this articulation of the precarious and a fugitive state as points of subver-
sion, the exploitation of the trap door (Coleman, “Race as Technology,” “Unmoored 
Beauty”; Harney and Moten). In this case, I focus on a relationship between activist 
assumption of networked social media and located civic protest. In the examples I 
discuss, I look at various instances of self-constitution via mediation as an effort in 
resituating precarious positionalities toward a civic agency.

In terms of the civic activism at hand, here is a basic rule of engagement I 
trace: it is the subjects most at risk who literally put their bodies in the street, who 
manifest a public space and public image of resistance. In putting one’s body on the 
line, exhibiting its value and its freedom in the demonstration itself, one enacts, by 
the embodied form of gathering, a claim to the political. It is a historical claim to 
citizenship inscribed as the right to appearance in public (Arendt). Of course, as it 
has been demonstrated, the right to appear is unevenly distributed. Eleanor Saitta, 
data privacy specialist, points to the different degrees of risks of public appearance 
(including social media and other networked platforms) for those in immanent 
risk, such as battered spouses, sex workers, trans women of color, and others in the 
cross-hairs of gender, race, class, and marginality.

A primary goal of the inquiry is to work meaningfully between big and small 
data to produce knowledge of a domain of inquiry—in this case, the conditions and 
possibilities of civic engagement. My methods follow information scholar Chris-
tine Borgman’s insight that “having the right data is usually better than having 
more data; little data can be just as valuable as big data” (Big Data). For one to situ-
ate the “right” data is to understand data as emergent from “an ecology of people, 
practices, technologies, [and] institutions” that constitutes its value (Borgman; 
Kitchin, Lauriault, and McArdle). I add to this argument that such a heterogeneous 
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ecosystem also reflects the image of a public to itself. The right to appear (Butler)—as 
a citizen, as part of a civic public—is related to a right to the civic.

Within this framework of a right to the civic, I present a partial timeline of 
names, locations, and dates of black people killed by police or in police custody 
from the inception and over the development of the Black Lives Matter movement:

February 2012, Trayvon Martin, Sanford, Florida
July 2013, “#Blacklivesmatter” Twitter hashtag created (Garza, Cullors, and 

Tometi)
July 2014, Eric Garner, Staten Island, New York
November 2014, Tamir Rice, Cleveland, Ohio
April 2015, Walter Scott, North Charleston, South Carolina 
August 2014, Michael Brown, Ferguson, Missouri
July 2015, Sandra Bland, Waller County, Texas
June 2016, Alton Sterling, Baton Rouge, Louisiana
July 2016, Philando Castile, St. Anthony, Minnesota

In this timeline, I point to the Brown incident as a public-awareness threshold 
marker of the primary issues raised by Black Lives Matter, namely, the historic 
and complex conditions that speak to the continued overpolicing of black neigh-
borhoods with the concomitant results of high rates of incarceration and high 
rates of death at the hands of the police (I discuss the statistical meaning of “high 
rates” in a later section of the chapter). In the case of Michael Brown, an eighteen-
year-old, unarmed black man, shot during the course of arrest for theft in Fergu-
son, Missouri, on April 9, 2014, the spectacular and incendiary video images cap-
tured by people living in the town and posted to social media captivated a broad 
network of viewers, creating the first large-scale networked distribution of #Mike​
Brown, #BLM, and #Ferguson with general attention to the issue of policing black 
communities.

Unlike some of the later police shootings of which there are real-time record-
ings, the Mike Brown video meme did not present his shooting but rather the bela-
bored and dehumanizing treatment of Brown’s body left in the street for a six-hour 
interval before being removed from the scene of death. These visual data have been 
popularly interpreted as an emblem of a deeply racist and classist system that pro-
duces its programmed outcome of black subjugation, as journalists and scholars 
have suggested in looking at the local history of Ferguson itself. In regard to the 
culture of Ferguson, Black Lives Matter makes the argument that Brown’s death 
represents the overindexed exposure of black communities to policing (surveil-
lance, stop and search, etc.) supported by over forty years of legislation since the 
Nixon administration’s original “war on drugs” (Alexander). The punitive policing 
of poor black neighborhoods is a matter of record. But the understanding of that 
fact is a question of view and temporality.
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On the other side of interpretation, one finds credible scholars and pundits 
who make the argument that even if they appeared disturbing, the conditions under 
which Michael Brown was shot, killed, and held in police custody represented stan-
dard and prudent police activity (U.S. Department of Justice). In order to better 
understand these divergent views on the same incident, the cultural and statisti-
cal context of the #BLM movement and the claims that it makes, I suggest that we 
must look at the movement in regard to the broader American society in relation 
to intersectional histories of race class, technology, and state policy (Crenshaw). 
With the Michael Brown incident, I make the distinction between public opinion, 
activist persuasion, and the circumscription of legal interpretation and state policy 
governing the police. I discuss the need for the Black Lives Matter activism as well 
as the complexity of communication and action that it exists within. If one looks for 
traditional civil rights movement markers, such as organizing against segregation as 
the legal manifestation of a Jim Crow society, one finds nothing to push against—
there is nothing solid to organize against. Rather, Black Lives Matter works against 
deracinated shadow data and spooky apprehension of affective context to make vis-
ible the questions of social contract, civic inclusion, and justice. Along these lines, 
in the case of the police shootings discussed here, a person is not being shot for 
“being black” per se but rather for appearing threatening, resisting arrest, or other 
“disruptive” behavior. None of these stimuli of police attention are named as racial 
in policy; nonetheless, they are rendered racial in practice.

Historically speaking, in thinking about the claims of the Black Lives Mat-
ter movement, I recognize the immediate demand to stop police violence against 
poor and working-class black people. I also would like to signal the complexity of 
that demand as it is embedded in the historic development of racialized economic 
inequality in the United States and the ongoing permutations of a Jim Crow policy 
(separation of population, limited access to education and other societal resources, 
and so on). Within this construct, the particular procedures of policing as repre-
sentative of the state often allow for a discrepancy between what the police (and the 
legal system) see as a “good arrest” or appropriate use of violence and what the sub-
dued (or dead) citizen and civic community (social media and word-on-the-street) 
understand as targeted harassment.

Toward this end, I execute a first-level analysis of civic activism and its modes 
of networked media output (data) as tools of collective organization. In order for 
society to better comprehend the acceleration of media “self-constitution,” one 
must make legible and legitimate the forms of self-defense and self-representation 
in which people engage in the face of state power and societal bias. The second 
order of work this chapter performs is to direct attention to the legalistic and statis-
tical discussion of how Black Lives Matters signifies beyond public sentiment and 
in relation to a more “scientific” analysis, as if this analysis were itself outside of the 
societal context addressed. Toward this end, I attend to three case studies of data 
publics that demonstrate a dynamism of networked information distributed across 
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media platforms. In this context, the term “data publics” describes the cross section 
between historical civic data, such as census, crime, and traffic, and the arrival of 
emergent technologies and practices such as social, mobile, and peerproduced data 
that present a growing networked public resource.

Yik Yak: Small Data Narrative

In 2013, news media such as the podcast “Reply All” and the Huffington Post began 
reporting stories on the abuse of the social media application Yik Yak on college cam-
puses (Reply All). Yik Yak supports a rich media discussion within a five-mile radius, 
allowing users to post anonymously, vote posts up or down, and have the posts dis-
appear over time. In comparison with a social media platform such as Twitter, which 
is neither location based nor time dependent, Yik Yak is temporal and geolocated, 
presuming in its design a community of users in physical proximity to each other. 
It is exactly in the advent of physical proximity as the basis of networked informa-
tional exchanges that the conflict, facilitated by Yik Yak, arose: often the language 
students used on Yik Yak was anonymous, racist, and misogynist (Donovan). In the 
case of Colgate College, the clash between online utterances and face-to-face experi-
ences came to a head around the actions of a group organized by students of color 
on the majority white campus, the Association of Critical Collegians, and the directed 
assaults on one of its organizers, junior Melissa Mendez. As the student-organized 
support group grew in visibility on the campus, there was an analogous rise in anony-
mous “Yaks” targeting the student activists as well as expressing racist vitriol (Figure 
21.1). The language escalated to violent threats against Mendez and others to the 
point that the Colgate administration was forced to take action to protect the stu-
dents at risk and attempt to identify the perpetrators of the hate speech (Figure 21.2).

The Colgate Yik Yak affair illuminates a generative relation between data and 
society, revealing a virtuous (or in this case, vicious) circle between the located and 
the distributed. The value of the social media feed to the activists—the mode by 
which they instrumentalized the ad hominem attacks—was to capture the transient 
posts as screen grabs and use them as proof of their allegations of a racist climate. The 
Yik Yak posts represent a body of small data: local, low in number, and temporary. 
Student activists captured them in an effort to make substantive (legible) the spooky 
presence of racism. In effect, utterances on social media platforms perform as utter-
ances in a place partly because social media constitute an actual place in society—a 
data public as I allege above—and also as a function of the geolocational affordance 
of that particular application. The design ontology (and the popular uptake) of Yik 
Yak is based on the premise that networked speech can and does perform a located 
function. Largely because of the possibility of anonymity, such utterances worked 
rhetorically like sniper strikes: one knows the general direction from which the shots 
have been issued if not the name and rank of the shooter. Once the media had been 
captured, it was possible to develop a forensic around the posters and their support 
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network. In other words, the sublimated racism that the student activists intuited 
in their environment they were able to capture as digital artifacts, transforming a 
haunting presence into a materialized one. The Yik Yak posts offered an ocular proof 
as such that confirmed the students’ sense of racialized aggression.

In her discussion of Black Freedom and the history of race and violence in 
the United States, historian Keeanga-Yamahtta Taylor points out the systemic 
issue of treating political economy as unrelated to American racial problems. “In 
the 1990s, the social consequences of austerity budgets have effectively made police 
storm troopers for gentrification. A long list of quality of life legal offenses make it 
a crime to be poor or ‘criminalize public displays of poverty,’ ” giving the example of 
William Bratton’s New York Police Department implementation of the CompStat 
database and stop-and-search procedures under Mayor Giuliani (Taylor). What one 
finds is a recipe for riot cities: under the direction of the Johnson administration 
in 1967, the National Advisory Commission on Civil Disorders—known as the 
Kerner commission—identified the three primary grievances in black communi-
ties as police brutality, unemployment, and substandard housing (Taylor). The con-
nection of such policy to a phenomenon such as Yik Yak is an effect of Yik Yak’s 
decontextualized racism: treating political economy as unrelated to American racial 
problems. Such a separation is implicit in the comments made by students on Yik 
Yak laying the blame for legacies of imperialism that include practices of colonial-
ism and slavery at the feet of their peers—the young students of color. Taylor goes 
on to state the necessity of student groups and civil rights activists historically to 
make visible a resistance to corrupted systems that have grown invisible as they have 

Figure 21.2. Comment by student Melissa Mendez on the use of Yik Yak on campus to 
threaten her. (Reply)

Figure 21.1. Comment shared over social media and documented by Association of 
Critical Collegians. (Association)
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grown normative: “Ideas are fluid, but it usually takes political action to set them 
in motion and stasis for the retreat to set in” (Taylor). In the case of the Associa-
tion of Critical Collegians, they were able to arm themselves with the small data of 
their context to force a change of state from entropy to activity around the issues of 
social life (and social justice) at the college. The students captured a type of shadow 
data—the substrata exchange of information that participates in the constitution of 
context—and render it an ocular testimony.

#BlackLivesMatter: Big Data Narrative

In a different sense, I locate “shadow data” in the work of Black Lives Matters activ-
ism as one of the powerful connecting threads between networked and located 
phenomena. I move from the platform of Yik Yak, as a locative application, to that 
of Twitter, the microblogging platform that allows for a public broadcast, but with-
out necessarily being tethered to geolocation. The shift in social media platforms 
as activist tools also speaks to a shift in scale and intensity. Yet, some of the same 
themes persist: the valuation of black and other people of color in the broader 
culture and the use of social media to make visible the “shadow data” that often 
haunt the lives of a black underclass in the form of penalties, harassment, and ulti-
mately in the case of Michael Brown and others, death. In the hands of Black Lives 
Matter activists (some starting simply as citizens reporting directly to the public 
what they say are unjust police practices), network broadcast moved the Michael 
Brown case from a lethal interaction between civilian and police to one that had a 
public stage on which issues of racialized policing practices, excess of violence, and 
the persistent harassment of civil subjects based on race and poverty were broadcast.

Clearly, social media, in this case Twitter, are a productive tool for bringing 
attention to a matter that might never have surfaced, that is, would have been the 
unremarked (and thus somehow rendered unremarkable) death of a young black 
man at the hands of local police. The Black Lives Matter use of social media made 
visible, and made a case for, a review of police behavior in black communities as 
symptomatic of a persistent devaluation of black life. This is a claim distinct from a 
general call for less violent outcomes in police interactions with civilians. It is a call 
to action to address what is understood and historically documented as the systemic 
overpolicing of black neighborhoods with the outcome of higher incarceration and 
death rates than those of other U.S. populations. I return at the end of this section 
to discuss in greater detail the differences between an experiential sense and a data-
driven substantiation of “higher death rates.” But first, I would like to move through 
the #BLM activist use of social media.

In the 2016 white paper “Beyond the Hashtags: #FERGUSON, #BLACKLIVES​
MATTER, and Online Media,” authors Deen Freelon, Charlton Mcilwain, and Mer-
edith Clark offer the first substantial scholarly analysis of the Black Lives Matter 
social media data. In the white paper, they reach the following conclusion: social 
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media posts by activists were essential in spreading Michael Brown’s story nation-
ally. They write, “Protesters and their supporters were generally able to circulate their 
own narratives on Twitter without relying on mainstream news outlets” (Freelon, 
Mcilwain, and Clark) They express the primary goals of the social media among 
the activists they interviewed as education, “amplification of marginalized voices,” 
and police reform. Additionally, they suggest the Black Lives Matter social network 
data as an “apt test case for the idea that social media uniquely benefits oppressed 
populations” (Freelon, Mcilwain, and Clark). To this last point, I reference the body 
of literature on Young Black Twitter (YBT) that addresses the disproportionally high 
presence of black youth on social media such as Twitter and the short-video plat-
form Vine (Brock; Sharma); this statistical reference contextualizes the proposition 
that social media may represent a public, powerful, and alternative venue to tra-
ditional media sources. In making this argument, it is difficult to discern whether 
networked media represent possible alternative communication network for all; or 
whether groups with a political drive, such as the black, progressive Black Lives Mat-
ter or the white conservative Alt-Right, is particularly persuasive in its social media 
use. They both represent radicalized voices that increasingly circulate beyond their 
domain of local or internal discourse. But, despite the Unite the Right discourse 
regarding the endangered status of whiteness (particularly American white men), 
I would argue that their effective leveraging of social media as an alternative news 
outlet does not represent an “oppressed population.” They do, though, represent a 
site of controversy as we as a society witness the transformation of what heretofore 
had been the most privileged societal position (if there is a correcting for class and 
ethnic location) with tangible historic endowments such as legal enfranchisement, 
opportunity to own property, and the pursuit of happiness available to free persons. 
It is the slippage in that privilege that appears to be the source of rage. Not, as is the 
case with Black Lives Matter, the protest against continued (and continuous) deval-
uation of black life as American norm.

My analysis of #BLM data focuses on three key sets as described by Freelon 
and coauthors: the Black Lives Matter hyperlink network; #BLM tweets per day; 
and tweets containing #BLM.

Figure 21.3, “#BLM hyperlink network,” graphs the network relations between 
the Black Lives Matter website and the increasing number of hyperlinks to the site. 
The story the data tell is a movement from margin to center in terms of the pub-
lic and media discussion of the issues of Black Lives Matter and the profile of the 
official organization website as a trusted reference. For example, one of the closest 
high-profile media connections is the U.K. publication The Guardian, with the lib-
eral political blog site slate.com and the less known feministwire.com as other nodes 
in the close proximity network. The data only reflect frequency of reference (rep-
resented as proximity) but not temporal links. In other words, one cannot read in 
this set of data when The Guardian first linked to BlackLivesMatter.com or a group 
like the Alt-Right breitbart.com, although with less frequent links to the site, first 
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connected. The value of reading frequency of connection as well as temporality of 
connection would simply allow for a richer data story on how third-party media 
moved Black Lives Matter and BlackLivesMatter.com to the referential center of the 
social and news media conversation.

YBT outlets such as thefader.com, getequal.org, colorlines.com, and black​
alliance.com are also represented in the chart as part of the network. In these 
comparatively weaker ties, one can see black news media essentially following 
the mainstream media on reporting Black Lives Matter. One cannot see in this 
chart the momentum of the YBT social media network and affiliated demograph-
ics (activist, left, social justice) as the aggregated group of participants who made 
#BLM and associated hashtags trend across social media, creating the network con-
text in which news media began to link to #BLM and BlackLivesMatter.com. This 
activist work of making public the issues of Black Lives Matter appears in the sec-
ond graph (Figure 21.4) of the white paper and describes the work of hundreds to 
millions of Twitter posts in the dynamic system by which Black Lives Matter devel-
oped into a national movement and international conversation.

In Figure 21.4, “#BLM Tweets per day,” one can locate two important aspects of 
an activist network with located and distributed aspects. First, as with most internet 
memes, attention to police violence on Twitter is episodic. The tweets-per-day graph 
shows that comparatively few people were engaged with the issue prior to Michael 
Brown’s killing on August 9, 2014. The attention spike started with this event and 

Figure 21.3. #BLM hyperlink network: data visualization shows the genealogy of 
connections to BlackLivesMatter.com, consisting predominantly of news sites. The Black 
Lives Matter network is structured to distribute related content among and between news 
sites that are in a position to maximize and amplify visibility. Freelon, Mcilwain, and Clark, 
Creative Commons: BY-NC-SA, http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/.
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extends to the end of the month to include the Ferguson protests. The shift in scale 
of networked attention is significant. From August 9 to August 31, one sees close 
to two million hashtag citations (tweets and retweets) of Black Lives Matter. Indeed 
this was one of several hashtags circulating on the topic that include #Ferguson and 
#MikeBrown, making it representative of only a percentage of overall activity on 
the topic. Between November 24 and December 2, 2014, one finds the #BLM trend 
approaching 3.5 million individual citations around the nonindictment of officers 
Darren Wilson (of Ferguson) and Daniel Pantaleo, who was brought to trial over 
the 2014 death of Eric Garner in New York City.

I speculate that the pattern of growth and circulation represents the develop-
ment of a public consciousness of the issue and increasing activist work. As I have 
suggested, the August network established the meme at a societally impactful scale 
(as demonstrated by Figure 21.3 in the frequency and importance of media outlets 
reporting the story). Based on that theory, the subsequent escalation of the meme 
three months later reflects the twin phenomena of familiarity and outrage at the 
results of the juridical process. In other words, #BLM was established around 
the death of Michael Brown and then used as a tool for online protest with the 
acquittal of Officer Darren Wilson, who shot and killed Brown.

The second point of information I read in the tweets-per-day graph is the 
shadow data that reveal the ongoing work of activism around and beyond the inter-
net meme metabolism: Figure 21.4 suggests that police violence only sporadically 
becomes a mainstream issue on Twitter. When major events occur, such as nonin-
dictments, clashes between protestors and police, or the posting of explosive video, 
the conversation surges very quickly but tapers off after a few days. The data of Figure 
21.4 also reveal a steady, low-volume conversation among those closely following 

Figure 21.4. #BLM tweets per day: as with most internet memes, attention to police 
violence on Twitter is episodic. The tweets-per-day graph shows that comparatively 
few people were engaged with the issue prior to Michael Brown’s killing on August 9. 
The sustained attention spike that extends from that date through the end of the month 
encompasses the initial Ferguson protests. Freelon, Mcilwain, and Clark, Creative 
Commons: BY-NC-SA, http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/.
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the issue that falls outside of the methodological framework of the white paper. 
In this sense, that there are large-scale data in relation to Black Lives Matter is the 
condition of the white paper, its motivation for the analysis; the viability of data is 
constrained by the condition of high volume as indicative of societal importance. 
Based on this condition, Freelon, Mcilwain, and Clark’s critical data framework 
is effectively a positivist one, marking the networked phenomenon but rendering 
the low-volume conversation statistically irrelevant; there is no capacity to address 
small data as such.

In a counter-reading of the graph, I am suggesting that there is also a mode of 
shadow data—information that does not appear as significant on the graph but may 
be inferred with significance based on a combination of online and located activist 
engagement. By interpreting positive and shadow data along these lines, one can 
argue that they mark the temporality of an internet meme (political or not) as well as 
the ongoing work on the ground by activists. The strong-tie/weak-tie pattern of nor-
mative social exchange (Granovetter) and the particular risks of an activist network 
(Bonilla and Rosa; Gladwell; Gladwell and Shirky; Gruzd and Wellman; Tufekci). 
The low risk (weak tie) work of tweeting or retweeting, of engaging social media 
on a topic, in relation to scaffolded development of strong-tie networks represents 
the difficult work of activist infrastructure to create the condition of an issue evolv-
ing from one of marginal and local importance to mass movement of social change.

The construction of this scaffold changes depending on time, issue, constitu-
ents, and media tools. The organizing of the 1960s civil rights movement does not 
look the same as the Idle No More movement commenced in 2012. Accordingly, the 
value of social media activity can be seen only in relation to located activist work. 
In my assessment, one finds a symbiotic relationship toward publicness and persua-
sion on an issue, where one does not and cannot replace the other. Based on this 
framework, despite the fact that it essentially does not appear in the conventional 
data, I mark the shadow of this persistent activist work in the subsequent spike in 
Twitter activity around the organized days of protest in reaction to the acquittal of 
police officers on trial for the deaths of Brown and Garner.

In addition to looking at the data on activist networks of Black Lives Matter, I am 
interested in data that underlie Black Lives Matter claims of racially based social 
injustice as perpetrated by the U.S. legal system and its application by law enforce-
ment. To this point, I address the 2016 analysis by economist Roland Fryer of three 
distinct datasets that address race and death at the hands of the police. Two are pub-
lic data comprising records of city and federal programs that include Stop, Ques-
tion, and Frisk program, New York City (Stop and Frisk), and the national citizen 
report Police-Public Contact Survey (PPCS). For the third dataset, data are culled 
from qualitative event summaries of officers firing their weapons at civilians from 
three cities in Texas, six counties in Florida, and Los Angeles County. The report 
derives its final dataset from a random sample of reports from the Houston Police 
Department arrest codes that represent a higher probability of justified use of lethal 
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force (e.g., attempted murder of an officer, aggravated assault of an officer, resisting 
arrest, etc.). From the perspective of this paper, the purpose of engaging these data 
and their analysis is to frame a baseline context in which to talk about the scale and 
impact of police use of force and how that might further contextualize the events 
around Black Lives Matter.

In the working paper “An Empirical Analysis of Racial Differences in Police 
Use of Force,” Fryer finds that blacks and Hispanics experience 50 percent more 
nonlethal use of force in encounters with police than whites. More provocatively, he 
concludes that in cases of more extreme use of force, in particular officer-involved 
shootings, the study found no marked racial difference between whites and minori-
ties in the raw data of correcting for contextual factors (Fryer). Factoring for controls 
and unknowns—such as bias in reporting good behavior with the Houston police—
Fryer argues that his data in the case of lethal uses of force by police officers are rep-
resentative: the report finds “in the raw data . . . blacks are 23.8 percent less likely to 
be shot at by police relative to whites. Hispanics are 8.5 percent less likely” (Fryer, 
5). Concluding, he finds “no evidence of racial discrimination in officer involved 
shootings” (Fryer, 5). With the publication of the working paper, there was media 
conversation among news groups and internet pundits that the basic claim of Black 
Lives Matter—that blacks are disproportionately targeted and killed by police—was 
not substantiated by the data (Bui and Cox; Kweku; Mac Donald; Phelps). I am sug-
gesting that this narrow view of the data, simply looking at the analysis of the Hous-
ton dataset, does not sufficiently contextualize and cross-reference other significant 
data in moving toward a viable interpretation of the Fryer findings.

Blacks constitute 12.3 percent of the U.S. population and Hispanics 12.5 percent 
(Carroll). For blacks and Hispanics to represent 56 percent of deaths at the hands of 
the police points to what historians and statisticians report in the overpolicing of poor 
black communities, as discussed above. The fact that the ratio of black to white deaths 
as the result of police action is so high speaks to a much larger percentage of the black 
population being implicated in suspect behavior. If the study does not report explicit 
racial bias in police actions on the scene in situ, it also does not address the ratio of 
black to white police exposure. In the cases of Garner and Brown, as reported by the 
press and noted in the Fryer study, neither suspect possessed weapons, nor did either 
suspect, depending on perspective, exhibit threatening behavior.

Barnard College statistician Rajiv Sethi suggests that one might parse the data 
to better understand if lethal force is being brought to bear against the most violent 
constituencies of the broader white population while police force (lethal or not) 
is being brought against poor black communities in general (“Fallacy of Compo-
sition”). He points to a more broadly contextual implication that the controversy 
around the narrow assessment of more white deaths by police shooting overshadows 
any reference to the data that blacks and Hispanics are far more likely to be engaged 
by police and continue to represent more than half of police killings, even though 
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they are much smaller percentages of the population. In effect, the systemic rela-
tionship between minority populations and police becomes a type of shadow data, 
reabsorbed as the daily norm. As discussed in the Fryer paper, the Stop and Frisk 
and PPCS reports represent local and national data clearly marking that blacks and 
Hispanics are statistically more likely to be stopped by police and violently appre-
hended. As Sethi points out, in reading across the heterogeneous datasets, it is not 
possible to assess the quality or kind of people being apprehended: in the much 
larger white population do the police meet the most violent suspects with lethal 
force? Conversely, in the smaller black population, are there broader police expo-
sure and force applied to a general population, that is, not the most violent? This 
speculative analysis of what shadow data might expose to better understand how 
different groups are policed supports the claims of Black Lives Matter in regard to 
the disproportionate police violence in black communities.

Fryer’s finding that at the point of contact in a shooting police officers in gen-
eral do not act in a racist manner is good news; it does not, though, undermine the 
larger issues at hand in relation to the policing of black communities (one need only 
look at black incarceration rates in relation to U.S. drug legislation since the 1970s 
to begin to unwind that thread). If media pundits must see greater numbers of 
black deaths to be convinced of the societal problem of how poor blacks are unjustly 
treated in the construct of judicial policy and its application by the police, then I call 
this view blindered at the very least. The spooky bias that blacks are constitutionally 
more violent than other groups seems to haunt the data in terms of what is taken 
up by the media in its interpretation. Based on Fryer’s data and other contextual-
izing materials, such historical, legal, and sociological analysis as presented in the 
earlier sections of the paper, I am suggesting that the Black Lives Matter claim of 
disproportionate and aggressive police presence in low-income black communities 
is borne out across qualitative and quantitative analysis. It seems improbable to sug-
gest there is no ground for the Black Lives Matter movement unless the claims are 
based exclusively on black deaths in the hands of the police and not a larger systemic 
view of violence, poverty, and a legacy of racism in these communities.

Although I do not address the issue of violence within black communities as a 
concomitant factor in the police presence and actions in these communities, I argue 
for a complex system in which police use of force and lethal force is overrepresented 
in comparison with the broader population. In other words, the commonsense 
grounds of the Black Lives Matter movement, based in the collective experience of 
black and Hispanic Americans, are reflected in the data. If one looks at the polar-
ization between the view of law enforcement and the local citizen perspective on 
the deaths of people such as Michael Garner (unarmed young black men killed at 
the point of arrest), I find two different systems of understanding. Procedurally, the 
Garner arrest fell within normative police practices, even if it was ugly and poorly 
handled (Moskos). From the point of view of citizens with a lifetime of exposure 
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to overpolicing, the death of Garner and others represent an ongoing and intersec-
tional devaluing of black life. In other words, even if the death of Garner was tech-
nically legal, it was not right, and the work of Black Lives Matter is to move the 
societal conversation forward with real outcomes in not only practices of policing 
communities most at risk but also addressing the systemic issues that aggregate 
within these communities. My purpose in putting together heterogeneous data and 
modes of analysis is to offer a picture of an activist movement that allows for com-
plexity and messiness in its articulation and reception—its societal relay—to facili-
tate an understanding of the situation from the located experience of those at the 
front lines (communities and police) and the broader cultural context that shape 
opportunities for change. With this combination of calling for a clear message in 
the context of a complex situation, I conclude with a final analysis of an example of 
complex data in the form of media narrative.

Diamond Reynolds: Complex Data

The third case study examines a new event in the networked data stream around 
social justice issues raised by Black Lives Matter: the Twitter conversation following 
the deaths of two black men at the hands of police and the shootings of police officers 
in Dallas, Texas, and Baton Rouge, Louisiana. This time period, July 5–July 17, 2016, 
had the hashtags of #BlackLivesMatter, #AllLivesMatter, and #BlueLivesMatter used 
more often than any other time since the hashtags began appearing on Twitter in 
July 2013 (Anderson and Hitlin). Additionally, the tone of the online conversation 
around #BlackLivesMatter shifted, following the attacks on law enforcement. The 
outcome of this shift was a rise in tweets criticizing the Black Lives Matter movement 
and a reduction of shared tweets supporting the movement (Freelon, Mcilwain, and 
Clark). The rise in critical tweets was especially notable after the killing of police 
officers in Dallas. Although one sees an increase in social media use around these 
deaths, I focus for the moment on the phenomenon of Diamond Reynolds’s real-
time streaming of the shooting (and subsequent death) of her boyfriend, Philando 
Castile (see Figure 21.5). Even as the Twitter stream around the movement became 
more diverse, discordant, and complex with the killings of police officers as well as 
additional deaths of black men, my analysis addresses the diverse, discordant, and 
complex data of Reynolds’s transmission.

The significance of her Facebook live video stream speaks to an additional 
layer of networked view and participation in the event. The nine-minute video cat-
alogs not only Castile bleeding to death in the car but the sound of the police offi-
cer screaming in an apparent frenzy followed by the brutal treatment of Reynolds 
herself by the police. She is handcuffed and taken into custody while her young 
child observes from the car. The transcript of the event outlines the multiple direct 
address of the live stream: to Castile, to her audience/friends on Facebook, and to 
the police officer:
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[To Castile] Stay with me. [To Camera] We got pulled over for a busted tail-
light in the back . . . 

[Cop screaming in the background] I told him not to reach for it. I 
told him to get his hands out.

[To cop] You told him to get his I.D., sir, his driver’s license.

The footage has been characterized by news media as “raw,” and it certainly 
appears to be unstaged. But it would be a mistake not to recognize the technical abil-
ity and mental fortitude of Reynolds in her presence of mind to make the transmis-
sion (Losh). In this sense, it has been widely accepted as “unfiltered” and “true” by 
a networked audience, and was included in the trial of Jeronimo Yanez, the officer 
who shot Castile (acquitted). I point to comments made on the Reynolds video 
and the black social media around #BLM by hosts of the podcast The Friend Zone, 
whom I cite as representative of YBT sentiment: “Let’s be thankful for the activists 
out there getting the right information to us in real time—videos so we see what is 
happening versus what the media says is happening. Which we had no idea before 
social media how much shit they have probably manipulated our entire lives. And 
now you see it” (The Friend Zone). Their point is Reynolds provided a counter-
public with the shadow data of her broadcast, in contrast with the public position 
of the state, which was silence in advance of Yanez’s trial (at the time of the shoot-
ing, President Barack Obama and Minnesota governor Mark Dayton made public 

Figure 21.5. Diamond Reynolds’s Facebook live video documenting shooting of Philando 
Castile, YouTube.
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comments. But neither spoke on behalf of the St. Paul Police Department). With-
out the broadcast of events, Castile’s death might have slipped away from the public 
eye as an unremarkable part of the status quo. It is the notion of ocular proof—one 
sees the event in the direct address of real-time (or even as the after effect of “real 
time”)—that offers a complex narrative about the interrelational aspects of data, 
data context, and analysis.

Conclusion: Precarity

The tragedy of Othello rests not with the protagonist’s blackness but, rather, with 
Othello’s maniacal need for positivist proof: his demand for ocular proof of his 
wife’s infidelity. It is this materialization, the data of a deed as such, that the villain 
of the tragedy, Iago, exploits toward the tragic outcome. And yet, I use this figura-
tion in its inverted state: when haunted by the spooky affect and effect of a threat-
ening, racialized environment, whether that of a liberal arts college or a midwest-
ern town, the occupants become activists, marshalling material proof in relation to 
their own narratives of events: they exhibit a freedom of “self-constitution” from a 
position of precarity that expands a power of everyday expression. In my use of the 
concept “shadow data,” I frame a wrangling between states of visibility and legibil-
ity of “data.” Such data serve as counterpublics, where activists make public sites of 
injustice that could be obscured in the quotidian practice of habit. This is a soci-
etal habit of mind that too often configures working class and black as a somewhat 
ghostly position rendered visible once the subject is dead. In subjecting Michael 
Brown’s body to be laid in state as such on the public pavement, exposed to the ele-
ments and the gaze of all, catalyzed the sense of injustice and indignity visited on 
Brown and by extension the community. Unwittingly or not, the police used ter-
roristic tactics of the historic lynch mob in leaving the (often mutilated) body of a 
black man on display to signal the subjection of black people. Beyond the right not 
to be killed, the millennial activism of networked publics and counterpublics con-
tinues a long-standing claim of a civic and social justice, a claim beyond bare life for 
the right to live freely, which in many senses is the right to be a citizen (Agamben). 
In presenting three modes of critical data analysis, small data, big data, and com-
plex data, this investigation offers a view of activist precarity and persistence and 
the leveraging of informational networks toward the expression of self-constitution 
and collective action as visible subjects.
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University of Michigan - Ann Arbor 
 
On May 15, 2012 popular science fiction writer John Scalzi published a post to his blog 
Whatever entitled “Straight White Male: The Lowest Difficulty Setting That There Is.”    
I learned about Scalzi as did many non-fans, through John Schwartz’s admiring New York 
Times piece published July 6, 2012, which cited two influential and eloquent blog posts he had 
written that had gone viral: “Being Poor” and “Straight White Male.” (Read “Being Poor.” It will 
break your heart, as will the hundreds of comments from readers who share their personal 
narratives of the unique humiliations of poverty. Here’s one: “Being poor is fighting with 
someone you love because they misplaced a $15 dollar check.”)   
 
As Schwartz writes, Scalzi posts to Whatever almost every day, and the blog gets over 50,000 
hits a day. Scalzi covers a huge variety of topics, but these two posts on poverty, race, class, 
and gender have reached the widest audience and generated the most commentary and 
controversy because he writes from a position of absolutely unassailable white geek masculinity 
as a popular science fiction writer. Media fandom has taken on a newfound social currency as 
an indicator of masculinity in the post-internet age, and producers of sci-fi “canons” such as 
Scalzi have correspondingly become bigger dogs in the popular culture sphere. Scalzi skillfully 
deploys the cultural capital he enjoys as a much-admired and widely read science fiction writer 
as a means to assert a new form of patriarchal power -- geek masculinity -- and he employs the 
rhetoric of gaming to solidify his authority with male readers, for whom digital games have 
become a form of social capital.  
 
Scalzi exercises a great deal of thoughtful and expert control over reader participation; he has 
an elaborate commenting policy, in which he reserves the right to delete or “mallet” posts that he 
finds offensive, and he has been known to shut down comment threads when they get too long 
or feel unproductive to him. However, even he expressed surprise at how controversial the 
“Straight White Male” piece proved to be. He published two follow-ups to the piece responding 
to the thousands of mostly-angry responses he received specifically from white male readers. In 
the second of these he wrote that it has “been fun and interesting watching the Intarweebs 
basically explode over it, especially the subclass of Straight White Males who cannot abide the 
idea that their lives play out on a fundamentally lower difficulty setting than everyone else’s, and 
have spun themselves up in tight, angry circles because I dared to suggest that they do.” 
 
The “Straight White Male” piece is short, sweet, and eloquent. It’s easy to see why it went viral. 
It employs the discourse of video gaming, one assumed to come naturally to “dudes,” Scalzi’s 
stated intended audience, as a metaphor for explaining how race and gender confer automatic, 
unasked-for, mechanical advantages on players who are lucky enough to be born white and 
male. Just like the difficulty level one chooses while playing a game, these advantages gradually 
become invisible as the player becomes immersed in the game. What does become noticeable 
are deviations from this norm--when a quest is “too hard” the player may become aware of the 
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difficulty setting that they chose, but otherwise that decision as a decision fades into the 
background. This is, indeed, how privilege works in “real life.”  
The term “game mechanic” doesn’t appear in the piece but it underlies the argument throughout, 
explaining how points that a player can spend on advantages like “talent,” “wealth,” “charisma,” 
and “intelligence” are distributed by “the computer,” and that players must “deal with them,” just 
like they must in real life. This argument makes racism and sexism seem socially neutral, 
mechanical, structural, and not a personal act of aggression or oppression perpetrated upon 
one person by another. In short, they are institutional, invisible, “mechanical,” always business, 
never personal. Indeed, as Scalzi states at the beginning of the piece, his purpose in using 
gaming as a metaphor for life was to avoid the use of the term “privilege” altogether, since 
straight white men react badly to it. As he writes, “So, the challenge: how to get across the ideas 
bound up in the word “privilege,” in a way that your average straight white man will get, without 
freaking out about it?” 
 
Indeed, Scalzi’s argument is successful because it allows his privileged readers to abstract 
themselves from the equation and see understand racial and gender privilege not as something 
that they are “doing,” but rather as a structural benefit that they receive without trying. All 
gamers understand that the ludic world is above all constructed, in the most literal sense. If a 
boss or a monster kills you, you cannot take it personally -- likewise, if you pick up a rare epic 
weapon, you cannot really claim credit for having “earned” it since it’s a programmed part of the 
environment. Scalzi understands above all that his readers cannot tolerate the feeling of being 
blamed for their privilege. Explaining race and gender as a structural advantage, an aspect of a 
made environment that was designed to reward some types and punish others, lets white male 
readers hold themselves blameless for their own advantages. 
 
Many of Scalzi’s critics object that his metaphor isn’t perfect, since some games do let players 
choose many aspects of their identities, and game mechanics and difficulty settings work 
differently in different games. Nonetheless, the basic premise -- that difficulty settings create a 
pervasive experience of ease or hardship and affects every aspect of a gamer’s experience, just 
as do race and gender -- certainly help us understand how privilege works in “real life.”   
 
However, the way that this argument works perpetuates the notion that men are automatic 
members of geek and gamer culture (which many men are not) and that women aren’t. As a 
man, Scalzi employs the discourse of gaming--leveling, “points,” dump stats--as a technique to 
appeal, specifically, to straight white men like himself, who “like women.” (And presumably don’t 
want to see them oppressed; cranky women just aren’t as fun for men to be around!). 
Heteronormative white masculinity is equated with expert, fan knowledge of gaming mechanics, 
structures, discourses--what Mia Consalvo has dubbed “gaming capital” in her excellent study of 
games and cheating. Scalzi employs this language’s value as a system of signification marked 
as inherently masculine. Gaming discourse becomes a male backchannel.  
 
This technique is very effective because gaming capital is in fact aspirational for many young 
male players, as much a goal as it is a reality. Masculinity is performed by the display of 
technical knowledge, and gaming is the most recent iteration of this form of social display. 
Gaming itself becomes a mark of privilege within symbolic discourse. Even men who have no 
idea what “dump stats” are hailed by this argument because gaming capital is assumed to be 
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intrinsically masculine. As George Lipsitz, another white male critic of white male privilege, puts 
it in his writing on the possessive investment in whiteness, the “dump stat” of gaming discourse 
is difference itself. 
 
In an example of publishing on the lowest difficulty setting, Scalzi’s essay got much more play 
on the Interwebz than postings on this topic by any female games or science fiction blogger. 
While digital media and publishing have definitely changed the way that feminist scholars work 
by giving us more and faster outlets to publish for a public audience, there is no doubt that we 
are working at the highest difficulty setting. Most of us don’t have 50,000 readers, and are not 
popular science fiction authors with ties to the television industry: not that most men are either, 
but some men are, and no women are. Scalzi would be the first person to acknowledge this.  
 
As Scalzi puts it, “the player who plays on the “Gay Minority Female” setting? Hardcore.”  
Women of color gamers who publicly identify with the culture of gaming find themselves 
shunned, mocked, and generally treated in ways that are far worse than one could find in almost 
any other social context. Aisha Tyler, an African American actress who has appeared on 
television programs like 24, found out what it meant to be perceived as an intruder to “gamer 
culture.” After she emceed the Ubisoft demo at the Electronic Entertainment Expo more 
commonly known as E3, the largest and most important gaming industry conference, the 
backlash against her presence on social media like NeoGAF, YouTube and Twitter started with 
the terms “annoying fucking bitch” and went on in a similar vein. As Kotaku noted in “Aisha Tyler 
Rants ‘I’ve Been a Gamer Since Before You Could Read,’” The trollery directed at her 
exemplifies a troubling problem at the core of nerd culture. A hardcore base wants respect and 
recognition for the merits of whatever they love, be it comics, games or something else. But 
when someone they perceive as an outsider professes to share this love, the pitchforks come 
out.  
 
Tyler responded with a beautifully written essay (not a rant!) on her Facebook page. She writes   
 
“I go to E3 each year because I love video games. 
Because new titles still get me high. 
Because I still love getting swag. 
Love wearing my gamer pride on my sleeve. 
People ask me what console I play. 
Motherfucker, ALL of them.” 
 
Aisha Tyler’s presence at E3 presenting for Ubisoft constitutes a black, female claim to gaming 
capital. It is hardcore, to use Scalzi’s term, and immensely threatening. It is abundantly apparent 
that the more gaming capital becomes identified with white masculinity, the more bitter the battle 
over its distribution, possession, and circulation will become. As gaming culture becomes more 
heavily capitalized both economically and symbolically, it becomes both more important for 
women to gain positions of power as critics, makers, and players, and more likely that it will be 
denied.  
 
Gaming space is part and parcel of what George Lipsitz calls the “white spatial imaginary,” and 
the stakes for keeping women and people of color out are the same as they were during 
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redlining, blockbusting, and other techniques to police movement and claims to space in 
America. As George Lipsitz writes in How Racism Takes Place, “because whiteness rarely 
speaks its names or admits to its advantages, it requires the construction of devalued and even 
demonized Blackness to be credible and legitimate. Although the white spatial imaginary 
originates mainly in appeals to the financial interests of whites rather than to simple fears of 
otherness, over times it produces a fearful relationship to the specter of Blackness.” (37). 
Google Books categorizes this book under “Business and Economics.” Word.  
 
Feminist scholars have been at the forefront of giving scholarly legitimation to the existence of 
virtual community through their ethnographic and theoretical academic writing. T.L. Taylor, 
Sherry Turkle, Sandy Stone, Lori Kendall, Tom Boellstorff, and Bonnie Nardi have wonderful 
monographs to this end. Most traditional anthropologists and sociologists were hostile to this 
idea when these works were published, yet today there is wide agreement that online 
communities create real affective environments with real economic value. The battle to 
legitimate online community as an area of study has been won; today we know that online 
community is real by the sound of keystrokes and game controller buttons as players enter their 
credit card numbers into their computers or consoles to purchase time in World of Warcraft or 
Xbox Live. However, though most agree that racism and sexism absolutely permeate game 
culture and the online and offline communities and narratives that constitute it, few seem to 
care, and even straight white males like Scalzi who write about it publicly are castigated. (For an 
antidote to this, Mary Flanagan’s book Critical Play. Seriously). 
 
Though some of his thousands of readers may have violently disagreed with him, Scalzi was 
read and taken seriously. When a woman of color gamer like Aisha Tyler appears in public to 
talk about games, she is not taken seriously. She has to defend her credibility as a gamer, 
something that Scalzi is not asked to do. While commenters argued with his interpretation of 
how game mechanics worked, nobody claimed that he had never played them, a charge with 
which Tyler, despite her very public profile as a gamer, had to contend. 
 
It’s one thing to say that women and non-whites are playing “the game of life” in hardcore mode 
-- woman of color feminism has been telling us this for years. (See Grace Hong’s work on the 
Combahee River Collective in her powerful and rigorous monograph Ruptures of Capital). And 
even the popular press has taken note of the egregious state of gaming for women and 
minorities: this August the New York Times published an article entitled “In Virtual Play, Sex 
Harassment Is All Too Real.” I wish that there were both more outrage and more analysis as to 
the causes, practices, and effects of games in the white spatial imaginary, but I don’t fault the 
Times. Journalists are good at describing problems more quickly than academics are (though in 
this case the Times is many years late: even NPR beat them to this story by two years, which is 
saying something), but they don’t have the luxury of time to devote to deeper and more detailed 
writing. Journalists are good at bringing public awareness to problems like gaming’s pervasive 
racism, sexism, and homophobia, but awareness isn’t enough. It’s our job as feminist scholars, 
teachers, writers, and gamers to document, analyze, and theorize the white patriarchy that is so 
vigorously resurgent in games while never forgetting who profits here.  
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	part VI	 ][	 Chapter 25

Playing the Humanities

Feminist Game Studies and Public Discourse

Anastasia Salter and Bridget Blodgett

Both game studies and the broader digital humanities value the public scholar: 
the intersection of games academic spaces with games journalism and online 
communities offers lots of valuable opportunities for debate and shared 

knowledge. However, participation within these communities comes at very dif-
ferent potential costs for scholars based on their identities, and the currency of one 
network becomes fuel for a witch hunt from another. Acting as a public scholar 
brings with it risk that is inherently tied to a scholar’s identity and position: gender, 
race, sexual identity, and other elements of identity not only bring intense scrutiny 
but often invite harassment, trolling, and silencing. Thus, the privileging of public 
scholarship in the games and digital humanities research communities can come 
at a high price for already marginalized participants, with important ramifications 
for whose voices are heard and recognized within the field.

Game studies and the digital humanities are fields with significant overlap: game 
studies can be found in departments ranging from English, media studies, and 
American studies to communication, digital media, and computer science. While 
the field is inherently interdisciplinary, many game studies scholars hold a home 
department and disciplinary training from a humanities background. The technical 
nature of both the games under study and the methods required to effectively ana-
lyze them connects with some digital humanities methods. It is thus unsurprising 
that game studies also suffers from some of the challenges facing the digital humani-
ties community, including the privileging of coders and “makers” and a push toward 
public scholarship that comes with significant risk, as observable in the experience 
of pushback against feminist scholarship at the Digital Games Research Associa-
tion documented by Shira Chess and Adrienne Shaw (“We Are All Fishes Now”). 
By examining the parallel experiences of researchers working on bringing feminist 
discourse to these two spaces of technical-humanities intersection, we can better 
understand the larger challenge facing both fields.
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Being Public

Public scholarship in both game studies and the digital humanities is centered 
on community and practices of sharing and amplification, and one of the most 
important networked publics (defined by danah boyd as a space constructed as a 
public through networked technologies and the collective emerging from this con-
struction) for both is Twitter (boyd, “Social Network Sites”). As a social network, 
Twitter was created in 2006 and provides a platform for sharing content limited to 140 
characters (which might include links, videos, and/or images) that has been signifi-
cantly popular with academics thanks in part to its model of following, rather than 
friending, which allows for nonmutual connections, unlike the reciprocal model of 
Facebook. This is particularly helpful for new and emerging scholars, who can fol-
low significant voices in the field while establishing themselves. As sava saheli singh 
notes, “practices like this are even becoming part of academic professionalization—
the things a grad student or early-career scholar must do to develop a reputation as 
a scholar and academic” (“Tweeting to the Choir”). These expectations are becom-
ing the norm in any technologically related or dependent field, as participation is 
a sign of both technical literacy and relevance, and may also be key to networking, 
promoting publications, and finding a job.1 Lisa Spiro has gone so far as to define 
digital humanities as a field of public scholarly practices, noting that “how the digi-
tal humanities community operates—transparently, collaboratively, through online 
networks—distinguishes it” (“ ‘This Is Why’ ”). Such rhetoric, while compelling, 
leaves little room for opting out of those networks. It is notable that Spiro’s discus-
sion tackles this head-on, suggesting a need for explicit shared values and codes 
of conduct within digital humanities, both of which have yet to be truly realized.

Participation in this sort of collaborative online field comes at a cost. Game 
studies shares similar values: the field’s main journal, Game Studies, is open access, 
and many of the field’s most noted scholars regularly share and collaborate through 
Twitter and other networks. Given these similarities, events from 2010–2017 in the 
game studies community offer a powerful case study for the risks inherent in public 
acts of scholarship, particularly on Twitter. As a network, Twitter is highly regarded 
in the digital humanities community: as Matthew Kirschenbaum observes “Twit-
ter, along with blogs and other online outlets, has inscribed the digital humanities 
as a network topology, that is to say lines drawn by aggregates of affinities, formally 
and functionally manifest in who follows whom, who friends whom, who tweets 
whom, and who links to what” (“What Is Digital Humanities”). Digital humani-
ties practices value the public scholar: as Bonnie Stewart notes, “Going online and 
talking to people you don’t know about areas of shared interest . . . opens up your 
capacity to build communities of practice” (“What Counts”). However, the conse-
quences of online participation in these communities of practice (with the digital 
humanities broadly construed as one such community) have been strongly felt by 
women, persons of color, and other marginalized voices. By putting the experiences 
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of games scholars and digital humanists in dialogue, we can better understand why 
calls for public scholarship can be marginalizing and silencing even as they seek to 
strengthen their respective disciplines. Humanist and social science games scholars, 
particularly those addressing inequities and inclusivity, have in many ways served 
as the canary in the coal mine for academia at large: the same forces and institu-
tions that have been marshalled in the games culture wars are as of 2017 a domi-
nant part of the academic landscape (Bernstein). The real and immediate dangers 
(particularly to those from marginalized identities) have never been greater (May).

Both games and digital humanities suffer from a similar challenge of being adja-
cent to science, technology, engineering, and math (STEM), but not part of the dis-
course of STEM. This challenge was particularly crystallized in a highly circulated 
op-ed in the New York Times in November 2017 by Cathy O’Neil with the provoca-
tive title “The Ivory Tower Can’t Keep Ignoring Tech.” This idea that academia was 
“ignoring” tech was particularly exhausting thanks to a line that drew the imme-
diate ire of researchers in both the digital humanities and game studies: “There is 
essentially no distinct field of academic study that takes seriously the responsibility 
of understanding and critiquing the role of technology—and specifically, the algo-
rithms that are responsible for so many decisions—in our lives” (“Ivory Tower”). One 
researcher, Victoria Massie, responded aptly on Twitter with the observation that 
“the ivory tower isn’t ignoring tech. Rather academia, like tech, suffers from the same 
structural inequalities. And if tech, like academia, didn’t ignore the folks at the mar-
gins who have been about this work, we wouldn’t be in this mess” (“@vmmassie”). 
Massie’s comment is particularly insightful, as it serves as a reminder that scholars 
fundamentally driven by understanding and critiquing the inequities emerging from 
technology through the lens of gender and race are also frequently those whose voices 
are least likely to be amplified.

While many expressed understandable frustrations that O’Neil’s op-ed appeared 
to ignore the rich history of entire fields of academia, the oversight is neither new 
nor unexpected. A hierarchy of fields is inevitable, and STEM research has tradi-
tionally been far more visible. Both game studies and digital humanities are STEM 
adjacent, but participants in those fields contributing outside the technical center 
are frequently marginalized. Even scholars with significant personal capital note 
the challenges facing scholars outside these central disciplines. In his “Year Fifteen” 
report on the field of game studies, Ian Bogost noted, “The truth is, as a critical and 
pedagogical concern, game studies is hardly a powerful actor. Games are, I’m sorry 
to report, a joke that have managed nevertheless to eke out a place in the study of 
arts and culture” (“Game Studies”). The centering of these debates over identity and 
cultural value on code and public contributions is itself inherently gendered. Within 
the games industry, there are defined tiers of participation, and while game design 
is interdisciplinary by nature, the procedural aspects of game design are often most 
recognized as being the primary work. These mirror the common discursive con-
structions of the fields of science and technology where the more technical and 
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mathematically based focuses are seen as the higher-status positions, which like-
wise echo debates in the digital humanities over the technical barriers to entry and 
participation. We will examine the parallel threads of academic representation and 
community silencing within games studies and digital humanities discourses, with 
particular attention to how these self-selected gatekeepers determine who partici-
pates and who is heard in forming scholarly publics.

The co-location of these outbreaks on a primary medium of digital humani-
ties discourse, Twitter, brought with it a huge intersection with academic speech 
and debate. The overlap between academia and fandom (a concept Henry Jenkins 
refers to as “aca/fan” brings with it huge overlaps in discourse communities between 
academics who study and develop games and the larger games industry and gamer 
communities.2 Defining the space of game studies is difficult: games programs and 
courses have emerged as part of computer science and engineering departments, 
English and literature programs, art and design schools, and interdisciplinary stud-
ies. While games can be identified as part of STEM disciplines, the study of games 
has often been more closely aligned with media studies, and games are often found 
occupying the same spaces as the digital humanities.

Such programs also frequently align themselves with media creation and pro-
cedural knowledge as a means toward greater relevance within the institution and 
in relationship to the games industry, as Austin C. Howe criticized: “scholars, who 
struggled to establish game studies as a discipline within academia, chose to focus on 
procedural styles of play as a strategy for establishing an independent and legitimate 
field of study, but it was still a hard sell. . . . By combining play studies with program-
ming and animation, a games curricula emerged that focused on games that are 
designed around both ludocentric and tech-fetishistic rhetorics” (“On the Ghost”). 
This debate has allegories in the digital humanities, as Miriam Posner writes: “As 
digital humanities winds its way into academic departments, it seems reasonable to 
predict that the work that will get people jobs—the work that marks a real digital 
humanist—will be work that shows that you can code. And that work is overwhelm-
ingly by men” (Some Things).This criticism holds echoes of the code-obsession that 
often surrounds digital humanities programs and conferences, with the expectation 
that procedural (rather than humanities) literacies are the saving grace offered by the 
introduction of the digital. As existing trends already continually reaffirm the sys-
temic challenges that women and other marginalized communities face in STEM-
based institutions, programs with a code-centered curriculum risk reproducing the 
same trends in representation and student bodies.

Similar risks accompany the privileging of crowdsourced, “open source,” and 
public scholarship movements. The inherent challenges of meaningful discourse 
in such spaces are increasingly being recognized. Confronted with a wealth of 
meaningless debates and misinformation in its own comments section, Popular 
Science made the decision to give up on moderation and shut the whole forum 
down (LaBarre). The availability and public nature of discussion on the web raises 
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questions about who may participate in discussions of academic topics and how dif-
ferent voices should be valuable as providing insight or feedback to the academic 
community. Even in more academic venues, the idea of crowdsourcing knowledge 
rarely leads to an amplification of women’s voices, as Elizabeth Losh points out 
in an article addressing explicitly what digital humanities can learn from feminist 
game studies: “Collaborative authorship in the digital humanities cannot be simi-
larly strongly correlated with feminism. Only one of the ten authors of the critical 
code studies book 10 PRINT was female, and women made up only a fraction of 
the multiple authors of the “crowdsourced” book from the University of Michigan 
Press Hacking the Academy. Perhaps this is not surprising given the machismo 
sometimes associated with multiple authorship in other forms of digital textual 
collaboration, such as when hackers generate code or Wikipedia editors produce 
pages or computer scientists rack up publications with the multiple authorship that 
defines their scholarly networks” (“What Can the Digital Humanities”). As Losh 
observes, in game studies collaboration between women authors is more common, 
perhaps in part thanks to the challenges inherent to feminist discourse within game 
studies as a space.

Contextualizing Gendertrolling through GamerGate

Both digital humanists and games scholars, and indeed many tech-savvy academics 
in the community at large, rely on corporate-run media networks as platforms for 
collaboration and discourse. Among those, Twitter has been dominant for nearly a 
decade, and has thus had a dramatic impact on the networks and discourse of both 
fields. The same aspects that make Twitter so inviting to scholars make it dangerous 
to marginalized participants. Twitter’s use of asymmetric friendships and public-
facing content make the tweets of scholars available for use and critique by anyone, 
and those people in turn can easily reply, amplify, or harass the writer. Twitter as a 
platform has proven to be particularly suited for what Karla Mantilla calls “gender-
trolling,” or misogynist harassment with a focus on silencing and driving women 
away from participation in public social media platforms (“Gendertrolling”). The 
games and game studies communities have proven particularly volatile to this 
type of harassment, with a series of major incidents on Twitter drawing attention 
to the dangers of participating in public space and discourse. This tension within 
games studies (and now, academia at large) place scholars in a no-win scenario: 
participation on networks such as Twitter is valued as academic currency, but par-
ticipation is also an invitation to overt gender-based harassment. These incidents 
have been fueled by questions of identity: Who gets to claim the title of gamer? 
Whose voices will be heard (and, importantly, silenced) in conversations surround-
ing games and games culture?

The most widely recognized and publicly noted incident of gendertrolling and 
campaigns of harassment and silencing within the games community on Twitter is 
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GamerGate, a hashtag started in August 2014 by the ex-partner of a game designer 
(Zoe Quinn, as chronicled in her powerful memoir Crash Override) that was mar-
keted as a fight against what members of the movement perceived as a lack of eth-
ics in games journalism and a move toward “political correctness” that they saw as 
threatening their gaming culture. This was far from the first outbreak of misogyny-
driven conflict within the games community on Twitter: several previous events 
had forewarned of the coming storm. In 2010, the publication of a comic featuring 
rape as punchline by industry convention leader Penny Arcade spurred a dispute 
over the appropriateness of rape as a subject, which escalated as Twitter accounts 
with names like “Dickwolvington” and “TeamRAPE” threatened rape and violence 
against any woman who criticized the comic (Salter and Blodgett). In 2012, a piv-
otal hashtag #1ReasonWhy begun with women answering a male designer’s tweeted 
question, “Why are there so few lady game creators?,” with frank discussions of the 
experience of being a woman in the games industry and community.3 We previ-
ously examined this Twitter conversation through analyzing a number of tweets and 
found that they revealed a number of trends among the problems experienced by 
women: “Rape and Sexual Harassment, Overt Sexualization, Harassment, Silencing, 
and Gendered Assumptions” (Blodgett and Salter). This tension has escalated in both 
visibility and impact over time, as Leigh Alexander captures in her examination of 
gamer as an identity: “ ‘Games culture’ is a petri dish of people who know so little 
about how human social interaction and professional life works that they can con-
coct online ‘wars’ about social justice or ‘game journalism ethics,’ straight-faced, and 
cause genuine human consequences. Because of video games” (“ ‘Gamers’ Don’t Have 
to Be”). These themes offer insight into the experiences of women and marginalized 
members of the community, and the problem of silencing holds particularly prob-
lematic implications for both the gaming community and those who study games.

The GamerGate movement has much more explicitly engaged game studies 
and particularly women academics as targets for silencing, gendertrolling, and other 
threats. One of the most powerful tools of silencing is doxing, a practice of outing 
someone’s real information (including address, names of partners and children, 
telephone numbers, employers, etc.) for the explicit purpose of harassment. Dox-
ing is a powerful weapon in the hands of internet trolls and particularly when used 
against women, as it can quickly be amplified to include threats of rape and death. 
Several women subjected to campaigns of harassment have left the games industry 
completely, while others have had to take extreme measures invoking the FBI and 
at times fleeing their homes. The public attacks against such figureheads serve as 
a warning to others who would risk inflaming the anger of the movement. Other 
tactics simply shut down free speech, such as the threats of a massacre if Anita Sar-
keesian (media critic and creator of a series of videos examining the depiction of 
women in video games) followed through with an invited speaking engagement at 
Utah State. Informed that security could not prohibit firearms at the event or pro-
vide any assurances of safety for herself or the students, Sarkeesian canceled the talk.
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For academics working on GamerGate, the public visibility and attacks on 
scholarship became quickly personal. Adrienne Shaw chronicled the challenges she 
faced when her work unexpectedly was caught in the spotlight: at first, she wasn’t 
expecting the problem, as “although feminist game scholars follow, research, and 
sympathize with the targets of this kind of coordinated hate campaign, it is rare 
that academic work becomes a target itself ” (Chess and Shaw, “Conspiracy of 
Fishes”). Yet the intersections between academia and the games industry have 
brought academic work into the battlefield. Many scholars found their personal 
information, blogs, Twitter comments, and the like being taken out alongside 
their professional writing for analysis. This was not the analytic discourse of peer 
review; it was often accompanied with intensely personal and gendered attacks, 
often with attempts to professionally discredit academics by destroying their rep-
utations or sense of security. As Katherine Cross explains the maelstrom: “Almost 
immediately we—and I must include myself in this, for as a feminist academic and 
writer, I was quickly targeted as well—were all, as a class, deemed guilty by associa-
tion: guilty until proven innocent, with no proof ever seeming to satisfy the braying 
mobs. Suddenly our names began to appear in spider charts, sinful stars in sense-
less constellations of conspiracy” (“ ‘We Will Force Gaming’ ”). The implications of 
being included on such lists could be frightening, from harassment on Twitter to 
the ever-present threat of the escalation or fulfillment of tweeted threats.

Conferences with a tradition of public scholarship were confronted with 
the challenge of unexpected public scrutiny and hostile outside attention: in the 
case of one communications conference, this escalated rapidly. Several schol-
ars in the community had turned their gaze to GamerGate, but rather than 
evoke the name in public reference, they opted to use the term “Death Eaters” 
in reference to Harry Potter’s villainous and bigoted enemies. However, a mistaken 
tweet revealed the game, drawing attention to the conference and the work of one 
woman PhD, Natalie Walschots, whose dissertation focuses on the movement. As 
she explains, “There have been calls to attend future conference panels that I am 
presenting on, to contact the dean of graduate studies at Concordia in an attempt 
to get me expelled, to buy up all the domain names associated with my name and 
handle to ruin my SEO for future employers” (Goodyear). In the current academic 
job market, such threats can be lasting attempts to silence a feminist voice.

Katherine Cross captured the difficulty these constant attacks pose for gamers 
researching in the space in a roundtable on GamerGate: “As a researcher, you are in 
the midst of this maelstrom, implicated in it, and it is almost impossible not to be 
directly emotionally involved . . . because as the researcher you are directly under 
attack. So many of GamerGate’s conspiracy theories and its general weltanschau-
ung about the gaming space positions academics as being part of the problem, 
especially if you study gender. So any attempt to theorize about them or write about 
them is to make yourself a target, and some might argue that biases you” (Veen). 
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This problem is not unlike that of any public scholars whose identity makes them 
a target, from black academics handling the criticism of movements such as Black 
Lives Matter alongside the rest of their Twitter feed to transgender scholars caught 
by arbitrary encoded rules such as Facebook’s “real” name policy (Steele et al.). In 
each of these cases, the idea of academic distance and the avoidance of bias can 
make it impossible for those who are by their identity and research participants in 
a happening to be taken seriously when they stand to address it.

The International Communication Association was one of many academic 
organizations to publish a statement on GamerGate, and in doing so the association 
captured some of the greatest challenges it presents for not just this field but for all 
of academia and particularly humanities discourse: “You might feel that these events 
do not relate to your research area, your position, or your students. You are wrong. 
The harassment members of our community have experienced is a problem that 
can have chilling effects on academia—both in and out of the communication field. 
Already, graduate students (and even some colleagues) have conveyed to us that they 
are frightened to speak up or study video games. When fear enters academia it is the 
research that suffers as all of our research becomes suspect and ‘under investigation’ ” 
(Chess, Consalvo, et al.). This observation is essential to understanding the harm 
that GamerGate and similar forces can deal to academic discourse, and particularly 
the digital humanities idea of the public scholar, which demands continual partici-
pation in spaces of scrutiny and against forces that demand silence or submission.

Digital humanities and game studies scholars are an overlapping group: while dig-
ital humanities is traditionally defined as examining humanities works through 
digital methods, game studies scholars are often examining digital works with tool-
sets drawn from humanities and other disciplines. The two disciplines are now fac-
ing similar challenges thanks to this grounding in technical culture, which itself has 
been undergoing increasing scrutiny for reinforcing a “brogrammer” culture that 
silences diverse voices and reinforces an insular way of thinking.4 Both digital 
humanities and game studies communities have continually demonstrated a ten-
dency to privilege the procedural and the public, a mindset that can ignore the 
very real differences in risks and privilege faced by women and other marginalized 
groups in seeking to be heard.

The attacks on women academics in particular seeking to broaden definitions of 
games and advocate for greater inclusion serve as a warning for the digital humani-
ties at large. It is impossible to guess at what scholarship has been silenced thanks 
to the looming threats on those who participate: the self-censoring of the term 
“GamerGate” at conferences and in public discourse is just one obvious example 
of a complex network of decision making and risk analysis for public participa-
tion. The reliance of the digital humanities (and “public scholarship” as constructed 
within this and other disciplines) on networks such as Twitter becomes particularly 
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questionable when viewed through this lens, as such networks are also home to 
some of the most aggressive trolling and forces demanding silence. When identity 
gate-keeping and evaluation of influence are conducted in part on metrics such as a 
presence on these networks, the results must skew in favor of those whose presence 
in public spaces is more accepted, and whose mere visibility does not immediately 
make them a target for harassment.

Notes

	 1.	This type of claim is advanced in many advice columns to graduate students, such 
as Bekker, “Why You Should Use Twitter.”
	 2.	Described on Henry Jenkins’s online bio: Jenkins, “Who the &%&#.”
	 3.	See Blodgett and Salter, “Hearing.”
	 4.	See Lobo, “Silicon Valley’s Sexist Brogrammer Culture.”

Bibliography

Alexander, Leigh. “ ‘Gamers’ Don’t Have to Be Your Audience. ‘Gamers’ Are Over.” Gama-
sutra, August 28, 2014. Accessed November 16, 2017. https://www.gamasutra​
.com​/view/news/224400/Gamers_dont_have_to_be_your_audience_Gamers_are​
_over.php.

Bekker, Sherree. “Why You Should Use Twitter during Your PhD.” The Thesis Whisperer, 
October 22, 2014. http://thesiswhisperer.com/2014/10/22/why-you-should​-use​-twitter​
-during-your-phd/.

Bernstein, Joseph. “Here’s How Breitbart and Milo Smuggled Nazi and White Nationalist 
Ideas into the Mainstream.” Buzzfeed, October 5, 2017. Accessed November 6, 2017. 
https://www.buzzfeed.com/josephbernstein/heres-how-breitbart-and-milo-smug​
gled-white-nationalism?utm_term=.enWVZBWL4#.byyNqWv10.

Blodgett, Bridget, and Anastasia Salter. “#1ReasonWhy: Game Communities and the 
Invisible Woman.” Foundations of Digital Games, 2014. Association for Computing 
Machinery. http://www.fdg2014.org/papers/fdg2014_paper_02.pdf.

Blodgett, Bridget Marie, and Anastasia Salter. “Hearing ‘Lady Game Creators’ Tweet: 
#1ReasonWhy, Women and Online Discourse in the Game Development Commu-
nity.” Selected Papers of Internet Research 3 (2013).

Bogost, Ian. “Game Studies, Year Fifteen.” Ian Bogost (blog), February 2, 2015. Accessed 
October 12, 2017. http://bogost.com/writing/blog/game-studies-year-fifteen/.

boyd, danah. “Social Network Sites as Networked Publics: Affordances, Dynamics, and 
Implications.” In Networked Self: Identity, Community, and Culture on Social Network 
Sites, edited by Zizi Papacharissi, 39–58. London: Routledge, 2010.

Chess, Shira, Mia Consalvo, Nina Huntemann, Adrienne Shaw, Carol Stabile, and 
Jenny Stromer-Galley. “GamerGate and Academia.” International Communica-
tions Association, November 2014. Accessed August 4, 2015. https://web.archive.org​

This content downloaded from 
������������70.161.175.147 on Mon, 17 Apr 2023 02:16:46 UTC������������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms

http://www.fdg2014.org/papers/fdg2014_paper_02.pdf
http://bogost.com/writing/blog/game-studies-year-fifteen/
https://www.gamasutra.com/view/news/224400/Gamers_dont_have_to_be_your_audience_Gamers_are_over.php
https://www.gamasutra.com/view/news/224400/Gamers_dont_have_to_be_your_audience_Gamers_are_over.php
https://www.gamasutra.com/view/news/224400/Gamers_dont_have_to_be_your_audience_Gamers_are_over.php
http://thesiswhisperer.com/2014/10/22/why-you-should-use-twitter-during-your-phd/
http://thesiswhisperer.com/2014/10/22/why-you-should-use-twitter-during-your-phd/
https://www.buzzfeed.com/josephbernstein/heres-how-breitbart-and-milo-smuggled-white-nationalism?utm_term=.enWVZBWL4#.byyNqWv10
https://www.buzzfeed.com/josephbernstein/heres-how-breitbart-and-milo-smuggled-white-nationalism?utm_term=.enWVZBWL4#.byyNqWv10
https://web.archive.org/web/20150214094817/


Playing the Humanities [  475

/web/20150214094817/http://www.icahdq.org/membersnewsletter/NOV14_ART​
0009.asp.

Chess, Shira, and Adrienne Shaw. “A Conspiracy of Fishes, or, How We Learned to Stop 
Worrying about #GamerGate and Embrace Hegemonic Masculinity.” Journal of Broad-
casting & Electronic Media 59, no. 1 (2015): 208–20.

Chess, Shira, and Adrienne Shaw. “We Are All Fishes Now: DiGRA, Feminism, and 
GamerGate.” Transactions of the Digital Games Research Association 2, no. 2 (2016).

Goodyear, Sheena. “Meet the Woman Getting a PhD in Gamergate and the Death Eaters 
Trying to Stop Her.” Mary Sue, June 15, 2015. Accessed August 20, 2015. http://www​
.themarysue.com/phd-in-gamergate/.

Cross, Katherine. “ ‘We Will Force Gaming to Be Free’: On GamerGate and the License to 
Inflict Suffering.” First Person Scholar, October 8, 2014. Accessed November 19, 2015. 
http://www.firstpersonscholar.com/we-will-force-gaming-to-be-free/.

Howe, Austin. “On the Ghost of Formalism.” Haptic Feedback, January 31, 2015. Accessed 
July 9, 2015. http://hapticfeedbackgames.blogspot.com/2015/01/on-ghost-of-for​
malism_62.html.

Jenkins, Henry. “Who the &%&# Is Henry Jenkins?” Henry Jenkins, n.d. http://henryjen​
kins.org/aboutmehtml. 

Kirschenbaum, Matthew. “What Is Digital Humanities and What’s It Doing in English 
Departments?” In Debates in the Digital Humanities, edited by Matthew K. Gold, 
3–11. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2012.

LaBarre, Suzanne. “Why We’re Shutting Off Our Comments.” Popular Science, September 
24, 2013. Accessed August 6, 2015. http://www.popsci.com/science/article/2013–09​
/why-were-shutting-our-comments.

Lobo, Rita. “Silicon Valley’s Sexist Brogrammer Culture Is Locking Women Out of Tech.” 
New Economy, June 5, 2014. https://www.theneweconomy.com/technology​/silicons​
-sexist-brogrammer-culture-is-locking-women-out-of-tech.

Losh, Elizabeth. “What Can the Digital Humanities Learn from Feminist Game Studies?” 
Digital Humanities Quarterly 9, no. 2 (2015). http://www.digitalhumanities.org/dhq​
/vol/9/2/000200/000200.html.

Mantilla, Karla. “Gendertrolling: Misogyny Adapts to New Media.” Feminist Studies 39, 
no. 2 (2013): 563–70.

Massie, Victoria M. “@vmmassie.” Twitter, November 14, 2017. Accessed November 14, 
2017. https://twitter.com/vmmassie/status/930464657722171392.

May, Charlie. “A College Professor Criticized Trump. Now the White House Wants an 
Investigation.” Salon, October 10, 2017. Accessed November 12, 2017. https://www​
.salon.com/2017/10/10/a-college-professor-criticized-trump-now-the-white-house​
-wants-an-investigation/?source=newsletter.

McCrea, Christian. “The Play Machine: Game Studies Keynote.” CODE Conference, Swin-
burne University of Technology, 2012. https://web.archive.org/web/20150110070845​
/http://www.academia.edu/2543071/The_Play_Machine_Game_Studies_Keynote​
_from_CODE_Conference_November_2012.

This content downloaded from 
������������70.161.175.147 on Mon, 17 Apr 2023 02:16:46 UTC������������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms

http://www.themarysue.com/phd-in-gamergate/
http://www.themarysue.com/phd-in-gamergate/
http://www.firstpersonscholar.com/we-will-force-gaming-to-be-free/
http://www.digitalhumanities.org/dhq/vol/9/2/000200/000200.html
http://www.digitalhumanities.org/dhq/vol/9/2/000200/000200.html
https://twitter.com/vmmassie/status/930464657722171392
https://www.salon.com/2017/10/10/a-college-professor-criticized-trump-now-the-white-house-wants-an-investigation/?source=newsletter
https://www.salon.com/2017/10/10/a-college-professor-criticized-trump-now-the-white-house-wants-an-investigation/?source=newsletter
https://www.salon.com/2017/10/10/a-college-professor-criticized-trump-now-the-white-house-wants-an-investigation/?source=newsletter
https://web.archive.org/web/20150110070845/
http://www.academia.edu/2543071/The_Play_Machine_Game_Studies_Keynote_from_CODE_Conference_November_2012
http://www.academia.edu/2543071/The_Play_Machine_Game_Studies_Keynote_from_CODE_Conference_November_2012
https://web.archive.org/web/20150214094817/
http://www.icahdq.org/membersnewsletter/NOV14_ART0009.asp
http://www.icahdq.org/membersnewsletter/NOV14_ART0009.asp
http://hapticfeedbackgames.blogspot.com/2015/01/on-ghost-of-formalism_62.html
http://hapticfeedbackgames.blogspot.com/2015/01/on-ghost-of-formalism_62.html
http://henryjenkins.org/aboutmehtml
http://henryjenkins.org/aboutmehtml
http://www.popsci.com/science/article/2013%E2%80%9309/why-were-shutting-our-comments
http://www.popsci.com/science/article/2013%E2%80%9309/why-were-shutting-our-comments
https://www.theneweconomy.com/technology/silicons-sexist-brogrammer-culture-is-locking-women-out-of-tech
https://www.theneweconomy.com/technology/silicons-sexist-brogrammer-culture-is-locking-women-out-of-tech


476  ] Anastasia Salter and Bridget Blodgett

O’Neil, Cathy. “The Ivory Tower Can’t Keep Ignoring Tech.” New York Times, November 
14, 2017. Accessed November 20, 2017. https://www.nytimes.com/2017/11/14/opin​
ion/academia-tech-algorithms.html.

Posner, Miriam. Some Things to Think About Before You Exhort Everyone to Code. 
February 29, 2012. Accessed November 17, 2015. http://miriamposner.com/blog​
/some-things-to-think-about-before-you-exhort-everyone-to-code/.

Quinn, Zoe. Crash Override: How Gamergate (Nearly) Destroyed My Life, and How We 
Can Win the Fight against Online Hate. New York: PublicAffairs, 2016.

Salter, Anastasia, and Bridget Blodgett. “Hypermasculinity & Dickwolves: The Contentious.” 
Journal of Broadcasting and Electronic Media 56, no. 3 (2012), 401–16. doi:10.1080
/08838151.2012.705199.

singh, sava saheli. “Tweeting to the Choir: Online Performance and Academic Identity.” 
Selected Papers of Internet Research 14.0 (2013). Denver, Colo.: AoIR.

Spiro, Lisa. “ ‘This Is Why We Fight’: Defining the Values of the Digital Humanities.” In 
Debates in the Digital Humanities, edited by Matthew K. Gold, 16–34. Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 2012. http://dhdebates.gc.cuny.edu/.

Steele, Catherine Knight, Kishonna L. Gray, Jenny Korn, and Sarah Florini. “#BlackLives​
Matter: At the Intersection of Racial Politics and Digital Activism.” Selected Papers 
of Internet Research 15 (2015). Phoenix, Ariz.: Association of Internet Researchers.

Stewart, Bonnie. 2014. “What Counts as Academic Influence Online?” The Theoryblog, 
April 27, 2014. Accessed August 3, 2015. http://theory.cribchronicles.com/2014/04/27​
/what-counts-as-academic-influence-online/.

Veen, tobias c. van. “Safeguarding Research: A Scholarly Roundtable on Gamergate.” First 
Person Scholar, December 10, 2014. Accessed August 8, 2015. http://www.firstper​son​
scholar.com/safeguarding-research/.

This content downloaded from 
������������70.161.175.147 on Mon, 17 Apr 2023 02:16:46 UTC������������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms

https://www.nytimes.com/2017/11/14/opin
http://ion/academia-tech-algorithms.html
http://dhdebates.gc.cuny.edu/
http://theory.cribchronicles.com/2014/04/27/what-counts-as-academic-influence-online/
http://theory.cribchronicles.com/2014/04/27/what-counts-as-academic-influence-online/
http://www.firstper
http://scholar.com/safeguarding-research/
http://miriamposner.com/blog/some-things-to-think-about-before-you-exhort-everyone-to-code/
http://miriamposner.com/blog/some-things-to-think-about-before-you-exhort-everyone-to-code/


University of Minnesota Press
 

 
Chapter Title: A View from Somewhere: Designing The Oldest Game, a Newsgame to Speak
Nearby
Chapter Author(s): SANDRA GABRIELE

 
Book Title: Bodies of Information
Book Subtitle: Intersectional Feminism and the Digital Humanities
Book Editor(s): Elizabeth Losh, Jacqueline Wernimont
Published by: University of Minnesota Press. (2018)
Stable URL: https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.5749/j.ctv9hj9r9.27

 
JSTOR is a not-for-profit service that helps scholars, researchers, and students discover, use, and build upon a wide

range of content in a trusted digital archive. We use information technology and tools to increase productivity and

facilitate new forms of scholarship. For more information about JSTOR, please contact support@jstor.org.

 

Your use of the JSTOR archive indicates your acceptance of the Terms & Conditions of Use, available at

https://about.jstor.org/terms

This book is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-
NoDerivatives 4.0 International License (CC BY-NC-ND 4.0). To view a copy of this license,
visit https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/.

University of Minnesota Press is collaborating with JSTOR to digitize, preserve and extend
access to Bodies of Information

This content downloaded from 70.161.175.147 on Mon, 17 Apr 2023 02:19:55 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



[  447

	part VI	 ][	 Chapter 24

A View from Somewhere

Designing The Oldest Game,  
a Newsgame to Speak Nearby

Sandr a Gabriele

As the media landscape continues to change, studies have suggested that 
online games as a medium for news can do a better job than traditional 
news stories in conveying the complexities of systemic issues through expe-

riential play (Bogost, Ferrari, and Schweizer). Newsgames are games that are built 
around current news stories, though the issue of currency is not a critical factor in 
gameplay; enduring social issues that routinely come up in news coverage are also 
excellent fodder for games. Newsgames have the potential to ask players to move 
beyond the headlines to a more complex understanding of the complicated systems 
that underlie social issues and are often poorly covered in typical news coverage that 
focus on events rather than contexts. Newsgames accomplish this focus on systems 
by simulating a problem or issue. They make suggestions about possible answers 
through the procedures that are an integral part of their formal structure.

This chapter explores the production of The Oldest Game: A Newsgame, a game 
designed to explore the working lives of sex workers in a new regulatory regime.1 
A research-creation project, it engages with a public policy issue that has enduring 
presence in the Canadian news cycle. It takes an editorial stand that supports the 
assertions made by communities of sex workers across Canada that criminaliza-
tion of sex work and its associated activities actively harms them. Through its game 
mechanics, it demonstrates the implications of Bill C-36, the Protection of Com-
munities and Exploited Persons Act (brought into law on December 6, 2014), for 
sex workers and those around them.2

Newsgames are not objective pieces of journalism. Rather, they take an editorial 
position through their game mechanics (Treanor and Mateas). They attempt to show 
particular aspects of a system at work in a given news event, story, or ongoing social 
issue. Demonstrating how the system works not only requires extensive knowledge 
of the system itself but requires that designers make choices about how the game 
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play operates, which necessarily foregrounds particular elements of a story. Jour-
nalists write stories according to established news values and generic conventions 
driven by form and medium that favor particular ways of telling stories; similarly, 
games use rules of game play as part of their storytelling repertoire.3 For instance, 
the commonly cited example of September 12th uses a simple mechanic to show the 
philosophy that reckless bombing with collateral damage leads only to more terror-
ism (Bogost; Bogost, Ferrari, and Schweizer). It is a small one-screen game. It pres-
ents an overhead orthogonal view of a section of a Middle Eastern city, complete 
with tiny people wandering the streets. Most of those people are civilians; some are 
terrorists. Your mouse places a crosshair over the city. Clicking on the city drops a 
bomb. Buildings are destroyed. People die. There is crying and wailing. The more 
dead people and destroyed property, the more the terrorists appear. The point of 
September 12th is its procedural logic. As long as the only way of interacting with 
a population is through a gunsight, the only result will be more violence. Clive 
Thompson has described it as “an op-ed composed not of words but of action” 
(“Saving the World”).

As such, video games studies, especially the portion of it that focuses on proce-
dural rhetoric and platform studies, can provide invaluable insights into the nature 
of newsgames (see Bogost; Bogost and Montfort; Konzack; Montfort, as well as 
various titles from Bogost and Montfort’s Platform Studies series at the MIT Press). 
However, game studies by itself does not provide the sort of critical context neces-
sary to describe the history and politics of the newsgame form. For that, we turned 
to the longer history of cultural studies and feminist criticism, especially in light of 
their welcome invocation in recent significant texts in digital humanities.

Proceeding from the work of cultural criticism within journalism studies and 
cultural studies (see, for instance, Hall; Hall et al.; Jiwani; Skinner, Gasher, and 
Compton) and the work of feminist cultural critics (e.g., Balsamo; Nakamura; Naka-
mura and Chow-White), our project seeks to answer Alan Liu’s call to use digital 
tool-making in the service of cultural criticism (“Where Is the Cultural Criticism”). 
Liu’s challenge to scholars in the field to “extend their critique to the full register of 
society, economics, politics, or culture” was a turning point in the field, even if it 
marked a familiar point of departure for games studies scholars (Fernández-Vara). 
It extends the work of digital scholars committed to a digital humanities that rec-
ognizes and demands that we acknowledge the ways difference is marked in the 
digital spaces we make and tools we use (see, for instance, Cong-Huyen; McPher-
son; Risam; and Wernimont, “Introduction,” “Whence Feminism?,” to name only a 
few). Making a newsgame about sex workers in Canada is explicitly also making an 
argument about the kinds of subjects that digital humanities can address, and the 
forms that it can use to address those subjects. It also highlights the terrain journal-
ists routinely must tread as they attempt to represent controversial and extremely 
complex topics.
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Newsgames don’t operate like most video games. They don’t even have to be fun; 
discovery through play is a common technique in game design used in a variety of 
games that attempts to compel players to keep playing long enough to determine 
why the game operates the way it does. In other words, play is also about under-
standing how a game builds its argument. This approach leads players to engage 
with particular news stories rather than remaining disinterested in their outcome. 
The text that introduces September 12th on Games for Change, the site that hosts it, 
claims, “The game’s main goal was not to convince people that the War on Terror was 
wrong. Instead, it aimed at triggering discussion among young players. Indeed, that’s 
what happened in multiple online forums” (Games for Change). Opinions about the 
game have always been polarized, but as Bruno Latour points out, controversies are 
the bread and butter of contemporary scholarship. Indeed, the production of news-
games bears a strong family resemblance to some forms of Actor-Network Theory 
(a major interdisciplinary paradigm that emerged from sociology to play signifi-
cant roles in cultural studies and science and technology studies over the last several 
decades). Both ANT and newsgames begin at the site of controversies, attempt to 
identify the major actors involved and the connections between them, and identify 
procedures that would allow the sites of those controversies to be “remapped” into 
some sort of new, more desirable state (Latour, 21, 23).

In both form and practice, The Oldest Game challenges conventional represen-
tations of sex work and sex workers in games, and prohibitionist views of sex work, 
which, as Robin Maynard writes, see it as “inherently violent and exploitative, and 
propose instead that a carceral, prohibitionist approach must be taken to eliminate 
[it]” (Maynard).

Incorporating the perspective of sex workers into a game’s mechanics is a 
powerful example of what Bogost describes as “procedural rhetoric” and what Fla
nagan and colleagues describe as “values-conscious” (or “value-sensitive”) game 
design. Procedural rhetoric is a type of rhetoric that is tied explicitly to the core of 
what games do: building processes that manipulate symbols according to a set of 
rules. Through the way that they enact these rules, games can express a rhetoric, 
a persuasive argument. Much like a political cartoon, a well-designed newsgame 
encourages critical reflection, mobilizing its formal mechanics to communicate 
an editorial stance and persuade players to take a position, particularly when 
faced with purposeful choices about how to handle a given situation (Treanor and 
Mateas). By allowing players to experience the consequences of choices, games can 
explore systems and dynamic relationships (Anthropy).

Building immersive experiences can have the effect of eliciting greater empa-
thy (Belman and Flanagan), especially toward the subjects of news stories, many 
of whom rarely appear as actors in conventional news and are represented in nar-
row, stigmatized ways (see, e.g., Comella; Hallgrimsdottir, Phillips, and Benoit; 
Hallgrimsdottir et al.; Jiwani and Young; McLaughlin; Mendes and Silva). Editorial 
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newsgames that have a strong bias have been shown to be particularly successful, 
and demonstrate a long shelf life: “social comment games often cover highly vis-
ible, ongoing public policy issues, thus they remain relevant as long as a situation 
persists” (Bogost, Ferrari, and Schweizer). Moreover, as Miguel Sicart has argued, 
newsgames also play a role in participating in the public debate about the issues they 
cover. Newsgames, then, do not pretend to be neutral bits of news reporting. In the 
face of a game industry that typically represents sex workers as the abject victims of 
horrendous violence (Dill et al.), making a game that represents a sex worker as a 
purposeful agent making choices who perceives neither herself nor her colleagues 
as victims is already taking a stand.

These ideas about the ideological foundation of games connects with the gen-
eral principle within science-technology studies, the philosophy of technology 
and culture, and the critical digital humanities—particularly within the feminist 
literature—that assert that all technical systems embody values (Drucker, SpecLab). 
Knowing the limited range of representations that existed in both news media and in 
mainstream games, we set out to design The Oldest Game with a mandate to do rep-
resentation differently. In the methodologies adopted in the game-making process 
and the scenarios produced in the game, this project has sought to explicitly answer 
the call put out by Elizabeth Losh (“What Can the Digital Humanities”) to develop 
a “paradigm of process and performance in which the network of power forma-
tions moves from ground to figure.” From the outset, the team that built The Oldest 
Game (a sex worker hired on contract, undergraduate and graduate students, and 
two tenured faculty) sought to embody feminist principles of knowledge production 
by incorporating the expertise of sex workers and advocates themselves through 
their published research and perspectives on the game’s design during playtesting.

We followed a participatory design process where users became participants in 
the design process by following an iterative cycle of game design between playtest-
ing prototypes. Marilyne, a sex worker who had worked as a massage parlor worker 
(and became an owner of a parlor during her work with us) and a self-employed 
escort was hired to act as a consultant on the game. This was a first principle of 
feminist game design in that we explicitly sought to use our seed funding from the 
university to hire her for her expertise as a worker with a range of experiences in 
the fields we were describing and as an advocate for sex worker rights. Paying her 
for her time was a given. We also explicitly sought out sex workers to be part of the 
early phases of playtesting and made a point of visiting at least one massage parlor 
in the city, a visit that Marilyne facilitated, in order to better understand how this 
type of sex work took place.4 As Mary Flanagan, Daniel Howe, and Helen Nissen-
baum write, “Playtesting can be a time to discover and verify values in a particular 
game design” (“Values at Play,” 754). However, we quickly learned from our play-
testing with sex workers that the values our playtesters wanted to see were far from 
uniform, sometimes conflicted with good game design, and were sometimes sim-
ply impossible to represent.
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A game exploring sex work and Bill C-36 is a ripe target for further contro-
versy. GamerGaters are always ready to attack explicitly feminist games, while abo-
litionist feminists were very active in the debates leading to the passage of the bill 
and even have much of their language enshrined in the legal text of the bill.5 This 
chapter explores our team’s iterative design process, describing the risks inherent in 
such a project, particularly at a historical moment when a misogyny, vitriol, hate, 
and doxing were common practices online, especially directed at feminists and fem-
inist game designers and players. Our process was an explicit attempt to valorize 
the experiences of sex workers, who often challenged us to do better. It continu-
ally forced us to reconsider our categories of knowledge and practices of knowl-
edge making based on the feedback we received (Alcoff; McPherson). The process 
also forced us to confront issues implicit in the digital representation of knowledge.

If the practice of making newsgames involves shaping topical stories according 
to the contours of an appropriate procedural rhetoric, it could arguably be described 
as part of the field of knowledge representation. As John Unsworth argues, knowl-
edge representation is “an interdisciplinary methodology that combines logic and 
ontology to produce models of human understanding that are tractable to compu-
tation” (“Knowledge Representation”). Following the work of John Sowa, Unsworth 
describes a three-part structure to this methodology, consisting of logic, ontology, 
and computability. “Logic disciplines the representation, but is content-neutral. 
Ontology expresses what one knows about the nature of the subject matter, and 
does so within the discipline of logic’s rules. Computability puts logic and ontology 
to the test, by producing a second-order representation that validates and parses the 
ontology and the logic of the knowledge representation” (“Knowledge Representa-
tion”). Unsworth contends that the value of such a project for humanities scholars 
lies in its heuristic function: “because the rigor it requires will bring to our attention 
undocumented features of our own ideation” (“Knowledge Representation”). Sub-
jecting the experiences of sex workers to the logic of game code—how much value 
a “risky” choice has over a “safe” choice, weighing safety over health or financial 
security—forces the design team to confront the situatedness of the variables of the 
constructs themselves: what is risky in one context changes in another; what is risky 
for one body type, skin color, or ethnicity is not the same for another.

If the use of computers and the programming that it entails is novel, Unsworth’s 
closing sentiment is not; it is, in fact, a very familiar, Innisian notion: the idea that 
close attention to the bias of a given media form, especially an unfamiliar one, might 
allow us to locate our own critical blind spots through the application of a compara-
tive framework. Inevitably (and Unsworth acknowledges this too), this will also be 
lost, but that’s how media bias works. A newsgame will make some aspects of a com-
plex story visible while obscuring or ignoring others. Our wager is that the process 
of fitting our research on sex work (ontology) into the procedure of the game form 
(logic) in a way that makes it playable by others (computation) adds a dimension to 
the story that has been obscured until now. Certainly the ongoing process of making 
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the game has been useful for us in terms of identifying our own blind spots. After 
a brief review of conventional representations of sex work and sex workers in news 
and mainstream games, we explore two issues that arose through our test sessions 
with self-identified gamers and sex workers.

Sex Work in Journalism

A goal of the project from the outset has been to engage the problem of how to tell 
the story of sex workers differently and engage in a public dialogue about sex work 
differently than conventional news coverage has historically. Media accounts for the 
most part have adopted a neutral viewpoint that sought to balance arguments for 
the legalization of prostitution with arguments against it, providing the reader with 
little guidance as to how to evaluate the validity of each side in relationship to the 
lived experiences of sex workers. The classic limitation of neutral reporting—what 
media scholar Jay Rosen has described as the “view from nowhere” (“View from 
Nowhere”)—is that it produces news coverage that leaves the readers themselves 
disengaged from the issue under scrutiny. This is especially problematic when deal-
ing with the issue of sex work, since the discourses surrounding it are often couched 
in a moralizing discourse that either infantilizes sex workers who require rescuing 
or dismisses sex workers’ needs, since they are not seen as virtuous women and 
thus in need of basic protections (Hallgrimsdottir, Phillips, and Benoit; Hallgrims-
dottir et al.; Jiwani and Young; McLaughlin). Other key findings from research on 
news representations of sex work have found that street sex work is overrepresented 
in the news media, leaving citizens with a fairly narrow sense of the range of work 
entailed in sex work (Jiwani and Young; Van Brunschot et al.; see also Grant). Vio-
lence is almost always associated with sex work, and it represented rare moments 
when sex workers’ voices were actually heard (though this level of representation 
shifted in coverage of Bill C-36). Generally speaking, sex workers are not sources 
of expertise in news stories, but rather are called on for their personal experiences. 
Sex workers are often seen as vectors of contagion, whether of community or psy-
chological malaise, disease or criminality. Hallgrimsdottir and colleagues found that 
there has been a shift over time from focusing on the risk sex workers pose to the 
public, to sex workers’ “risky” behavior. This conveys the message that sex workers 
are to blame for the dangers they face, “offering them up as the appropriate target 
for legal and moral intervention” (“Sporting Girls” 133).

Sex Work in Games

In games, one of the central issues with how sex workers are typically represented 
is that they are almost always non-player-characters (NPCs) and therefore lack any 
agency of their own beyond the game’s built-in artificial intelligence. Their presence 
in the game is exclusively as something to be interacted with, and often even more 
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reductively, something to be acted upon. These portrayals are often sensationalist, 
clichéd, and heavily coded in violence.

Representations of sex workers in video games date back at least to the 1980s. 
Leisure Suit Larry in the Land of the Lounge Lizards and PimpWars, a 1987 ver-
sion of the venerable Star Trader arbitrage game, present the most stereotypical 
end of the spectrum of sex-worker representation in video games, as “hookers” to 
be bedded or “hoes” to be infested with diseases or stolen from your enemies with 
crack. Porky’s, the unlikely Atari 2600 tie-in of the Canadian teen comedy film of 
the same name, featured a level set in the eponymous bar that required the player 
to avoid foes such as strippers while planting dynamite to blow up the club.6

The most well-known contemporary examples of portrayals of sex workers in 
video games comes from the Grand Theft Auto (GTA) series. It is possible for play-
ers to hire a sex worker, then recuperate their money by killing her, in no fewer than 
four titles: Grand Theft Auto III, Vice City, Liberty City Stories, and Vice City Sto-
ries. In later games, more choices are introduced: players have options in how they 
respond to solicitations; interactions are longer and more complex (including speci-
fying services); and multiple voice actors play a wider range of sex worker charac-
ters. Yet, if a player stands near a sex worker too long without interacting with her 
in GTA V, she will ask him to leave. But not respecting her request is rewarded with 
a “star,” a metric that will positively alter interactions between police and player.

In Hitman: Absolution, women who work at the Vixen bar are forced into pros-
titution by bar owner Dom Osmond, who controls them with threats of violence. 
The threat of violence is real, as players can kill sex workers throughout the game 
and then distract the police by strategically disposing of their bodies. Red Dead 
Redemption offers the player the option to rescue these women: in one scene, a man 
is beating a sex worker outside a saloon and the player can intervene; in another, a 
man is pictured carrying off a hogtied sex worker and a player can intervene then 
too. However, should a player put that hogtied sex worker on nearby train tracks 
and allow a train to run her over, the player earns a secret achievement known 
as the “dastardly” trophy. Sex workers—or “hos,” as they’re called in Saints Row: The 
Third—are often portrayed with their pimps, and kidnapping them is often central 
to several missions. In virtually all Triple A games we surveyed, when sex work-
ers appear, they are never represented with agency, they are frequently the subject 
of violence, and actions done to them are often a mechanism for unlocking secret 
game play or points. No matter the game, she (and, she is overwhelmingly female) 
is never represented with dignity.

Designing The Oldest Game

Given the limited range of representations of sex workers in games, it was crucial 
that we offered an alternative to these portrayals of sex workers in The Oldest Game. 
In particular, we focused on their lack of agency (players typically interact with sex 
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workers or adopt their appearance in games as a disguise but are never asked to 
play from their character or position), the lack of empathy players are encouraged 
to have for sex workers (their characters are often used for titillation, plot device, 
currency, or humor), representing only a single type of sex work (street work) and 
reducing their work to a simple cost/gain interaction.

In The Oldest Game, players assume the role of Andrea. In playing from her 
perspective, her complexity and agency are reinforced with every decision the player 
makes. She controls every interaction with clients, and chooses how to respond to 
every consequence and random event. Rather than the player character walking 
up to and interacting with a sex worker, the NPCs are the clients; this completely 
changes the representations of most sex workers’ agency in commercial games.

Putting the player in Andrea’s shoes was also crucial to developing empathy 
between her and the player. We also made an effort to develop a sense of Andrea’s 
personality and personal life outside of her job as well—portraying her relationship 
with her family and colleagues, building in choices around interactions with friends, 
even giving small glimpses into the potential for romantic relationships. We wanted 
the player to identify with Andrea, to feel for the choices she is asked to make and be 
moved to make the best choices possible under the various conditions that she faces.

We also chose to represent sex work in several different forms, each tied to a 
specific city: in Montreal, Andrea works in a massage studio; in Toronto, she works 
from home as an independent escort; and in Vancouver, she does street work. Each 
situation presents different challenges and choices, and the scenarios are structured 
differently to reflect these. For example, in Montreal, clients are screened for players 
by a receptionist, while in Vancouver players have to choose to interact with clients 
before or after getting in their car. But in Toronto, contact is established through 
email and, after running potential clients through a Bad Date database, players can 
choose to meet the clients in a nearby hotel. Players must then choose whether to 
ask their driver to wait for them (thereby incurring greater costs) or send him on 
his way. By representing different types of sex work and the myriad of choices that 
are circumscribed by geography and opportunities to evaluate potential dates, we 
hoped to offer alternatives to the often extremely narrow view portrayed in games, 
which is generally limited to street work and always with little to no agency given 
to the sex worker characters.

We equally wanted to present a more robust sense of Andrea as a character 
not only to elicit more empathy for her but to recognize the fullness of sex workers’ 
lives outside of work. We added a pop-up, for instance, that informs players that it’s 
time to do their taxes. The pop-up provides common tax problems that sex work-
ers who wish to claim taxes face at tax time. At one point, players have the option 
to spend money to buy a present for a sister’s birthday, to take a night off and go on 
a date (or have a coffee in the afternoon), or spend a night with a friend watching 
Netflix, and we included dialogue with other sex workers, particularly in the mas-
sage parlor, where socialization happens frequently between clients. We used these 
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scenarios as well to recognize the intersectional and varied nature of sex work. Dia-
logue between these characters (who are all named) and Andrea reference fears of 
being caught without legal papers to work, opportunities to take drugs, the presence 
of pimps, issues of doing sex work while transgender, and a fear that an indigenous 
colleague has gone missing.

What ended up being most complicated, however, was how to handle the actual 
mechanics of the game in a way that also served these goals and dissuaded the player 
from metagaming, or “gaming the game.” Initially, we did this by removing any 
traces of traditional systems of metrics from the game entirely. Aside from keeping 
track of money earned and spent, there were none of the bars or meters to indicate 
progress, resources, or health status that games typically use as an index of success 
and progress. These were represented only in Andrea’s changing expression (a nod to 
the original DOOM’s method of indicating injury through facial expression), which 
would become more haggard and stressed when she was tired or in debt. The idea 
was to privilege the emotive and narrative connection over one developed through 
interaction and to keep the focus on Andrea’s story rather than making the players 
feel as though they wanted to “win.” We wanted to discourage playing to the metrics, 
rather than playing for Andrea’s well-being (which wasn’t always the same thing).

Through playtesting, however, we found that the lack of metrics actually hin-
dered the player’s ability to identify and empathize with Andrea. In our first feed-
back sessions, playtesters noted that the lack of clearly visible metrics prevented 
them from evaluating a sense of how they were “progressing in the game.”7 More 
importantly, what we discovered was that the metrics served an important peda-
gogical function: they helped us to demonstrate what was in Andrea’s best interests 
or what were typical consequences for particular kinds of choices. One playtester 
noted that their lack of presence encouraged them to care about Andrea less, not-
ing “there is no sense of urgency, I never need to spend money on food, or pay my 
debt off, or incur unexpected costs” and “when bad things happen there are no long-
term or cumulative effects,” which led to no pressure to make any risky decisions at 
all. Conversely, we also heard that “the lack of irreversible consequences” made it 
more likely for players to engage in risky behavior. This feedback led to our choos-
ing to put these metrics back in, to engender empathy and give a sense of measur-
able consequences when it came to choices made. That is, money often comes at the 
cost of health and well-being.

Another area of The Oldest Game that presented challenges in terms of bring-
ing balance to our representations of sex work was the element of risk. One of the 
elements that Marilyne, our sex work consultant, insisted on from the outset was 
that the interaction not skew overwhelmingly toward the negative. Her instruc-
tion, based on her own experiences and perspective on sex work, was that most 
interactions with clients generally proceed without incident, are occasionally banal, 
often neither traumatic nor exciting, with exceptionally good or bad clients in the 
minority.
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Based on the feedback that we received from the last round of playtests, how-
ever, we had swung the pendulum too far toward the positive. Sex workers who 
later played the game referred to the “lack of consequences” as a barrier to both 
the realism and enjoyment of the game. In not wanting to portray sex work as sen-
sationalist and negative, we eliminated the sense of urgency and real risk that is 
necessary to create a sense of tension in gameplay but also to give a sense of the 
specific work-related challenges experienced by the sex workers we sought to rep-
resent. Subsequent revisions of the game have introduced additional challenges and 
consequences, especially when health and happiness metrics get too low, to create 
a more nuanced portrayal of the difficult choices sex workers are often forced to 
make. For example, we added a random number generator to both Toronto and 
Vancouver in order to recognize the constant potential for police surveillance. One 
script in Vancouver involving a police officer specifically referenced helping Andrea 
get “cleaned up”:

officer. The street is no place for you, honey. Why don’t you let me take you somewhere 
you can get yourself cleaned up and off the street?

andrea. Are you kidding me? I certainly don’t need any help from those people! I can 
take care of myself.

officer. It’s never too late to change your mind. I’ll ask you next time I see you. If you’re 
still alive, that is.

This randomized scenario was an important addition for recognizing the explicit 
bias toward “saving” sex workers, both in terms of common attitudes among the 
general population and law enforcement and explicitly within the language of Bill 
C-36. The final revisions to the game will include a pop-up that will reference the 
recent coverage of police assaulting sex workers, which led many to call for dis-
cussion of the issue at the federal inquiry into Missing and Murdered Indigenous 
Women (Macdonald).

Adding numeric values to the metrics was a key way to demonstrate conse-
quences. After our last round of playtesting with sex workers, we added a scenario 
where Andrea gets a sexually transmitted infection. A pop-up informs players that 
they have lost money because of time off work to go to the health clinic and to pur-
chase the needed medication. There is also a hit, however, in terms of mood and 
health. In addition to giving the option to have intercourse without a condom, we 
provided other opportunities to engage in risky behavior such as being hired for 
group sex. Should a player choose to take the clients, the financial gain is substan-
tial; however, there is a slight consequence in terms of mood and health in order 
to recognize the toll that the stress and worry of the potential for violence pose 
and the fatigue that comes with this kind of work. Emerging out of our iterative 
game design process, these changes to the mechanics of the game forced recogni-
tion of our knowledge assumptions and ontological choices that prescribe a partic-
ular point of view in the game.
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Many sex workers do not believe sex work is inherently violent; rather, they 
point to criminalization, stigmatization, and misogyny as sources of violence (Ben-
oit and Shumka). The difficulty of representing the lack of consequences for systemic 
misogyny and police indifference, let alone (sexual) assaults and abuse committed 
by police, have posed a particular design challenge for our team. One respondent’s 
feedback was particularly instructive. When asked what was the one thing they 
would change about the game, the respondent wrote,

More consequences. One thing I appreciate is that the actual sex acts weren’t 
porn-ified and the game focused on the before and after. It was appreciated, 
trust me. I really appreciated that my character wasn’t raped.

But in general, there just weren’t any consequences—jail? STI’s? Threats 
of violence? If you don’t “choose” well, you’re at risk. And it’s not the work that 
puts you at risk, it is the complete lack of protection for sex workers’ rights. 
The government and law enforcement doesn’t do anything to protect us so we 
have to be hyper-vigilant. For someone like me, it was easy because I just “got 
it” but for many sex workers, it can be very difficult. There are men out there 
who know how difficult to can to [sic] prosecute crimes against sex workers 
and they exploit the sex workers because of it.

It’s not the work that puts us in danger, it is the fact that there are no con-
sequences. Men think they can rape us or beat us up and get away with it and 
the sad fact is, they can.

This respondent was a self-identified frequent game player and thus, the respon-
dent’s comments about not being raped clearly reference the common tropes found 
in typical game play that involve sex work. But as a newsgame, the target demo-
graphic here is not dedicated game players specifically, though they will obviously 
be part of the audience for the game. Though we have adjusted our metrics to bet-
ter reflect the possibility of experiencing some negative consequences when engag-
ing in risky behavior, we also wanted to leave the variability in place because this is 
precisely the point. Even as sex workers establish a wide range of best practices to 
ensure the health and safety of sex workers, like any workplace, there are no guaran-
tees that all safeguards will succeed. Further, when faced with the very real need to 
engage in risky behavior because of lack of funds, not all chances taken end badly. 
Variability, then, is as much the point of trying to represent the everydayness of 
these experiences. With the added unpredictability of game play, the experiences 
and “messages” taken from game play may vary from player to player and length of 
game play (Consalvo, Cheating).

We know that the wide range of perspectives and experiences of sex workers 
can never be fully represented in one game. Yet the unpredictability and variabil-
ity of game play also mean that there won’t be a singular game experience on the 
other end. At some level, we must proceed with our design and representational 
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considerations while remembering Hall’s aphorism that in this attempt to represent 
sex work in a game, we are practicing “politics without guarantees” (Hall, Represen-
tation and the Media).

We want to highlight that the risks embedded in the game extended outside the 
game too, especially to the team: our sex worker consultant had not yet revealed her 
profession to her family. We held off on releasing the trailer on YouTube until she 
had told her family because she was named as the “consultant” at the end, using her 
given name. The students working on the project also faced attacks online, espe-
cially at the height of GamerGate, but also from virulent antifeminist and anti–
sex work public discourse, especially online. Though this risk is nothing like that 
experienced by sex workers themselves, it’s part of what responsible designers must 
confront in a time of hate. By challenging the classic approach to news reporting 
through a guise of neutrality (the “view from nowhere,” Rosen; Haraway), we’ve 
discovered that designing with a “view from somewhere” has meant confronting 
goals that often conflict.8

As a contribution to the creation of a genuinely critical digital humanities, our 
project strikes at the core of the impossibility of a politics of representation grounded 
in truth claims. This game cannot be the definitive display of sex work. It cannot 
show every challenge sex workers face in their intersectionality; it cannot succeed 
at showing lived experience for everyone. It engages with a very specific piece of 
legislation from a very specific moment in Canadian history, and the effect that 
that legislation has had on a portion of the Canadian labor force. Though we have 
aimed to represent a wider range of racialized and gendered bodies, we worried 
continuously about charges of tokenism (and rightly so). We still don’t know what 
it means to win at the game, or what it means to lose. We’ve added some dialogue 
with a fellow sex worker who references the missing and murdered women in the 
Vancouver area because it was problematic not to recognize this terrifying context 
for many sex workers in this region. Further, those risks are not even for all sex work-
ers. We know that trans workers (especially trans women) face higher risks for abuse 
and violence, and that First Nations, Métis, and Inuit women are disproportionately 
disappeared across the country (Benoit and Shumka). But at the same time, putting 
it into the game runs the risk of reifying that all street work ends up in murder and 
violence. In other words, once we take seriously Johanna Drucker’s imperative to 
recognize that signification is always done on behalf of someone somewhere (2009), 
it points to the risky business of gamifying variously marginalized bodies.

At the same time, however, our process and design also lead to specific ques-
tions about the promises of newsgames to address issues of representation in jour-
nalistic practice itself: is it possible to produce games that capitalize on the currency 
of news events; avoid the same traps of conventional, stereotypical news coverage; 
and pay attention to the deep dynamics of game mechanics in a rapid prototyping 
model? Though the production time of this game has been exceptionally long, how 
can a feminist commitment to public (or civic)-oriented journalism that seeks to 
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work alongside community groups fit into a model of more rapid game design like 
typical journalistic production?9 Will an iterative prototyping model that works 
with the communities being represented have any impact on other forms of jour-
nalistic practice?

While one outcome of this project has been to question if journalism in any of 
its forms can fully represent the experiences of such marginalized populations pre-
cisely because their social, political, and economic contexts are so precarious, we 
have come to realize this perhaps shouldn’t be our goal. As Trinh Min-Ha has so 
eloquently suggested, rather than speak for, one true contribution of a project like 
this to the larger project of expanding knowledges within the digital humanities may 
be to find a multitude of ways of “speaking nearby”: “In other words, a speaking that 
does not objectify, does not point to an object as if it is distant from the speaking 
subject or absent from the speaking place. A speaking that reflects on itself and can 
come very close to a subject without, however, seizing or claiming it. A speaking in 
brief, whose closures are only moments of transition opening up to other possible 
moments of transition” (Chen, 86–87). A truly feminist contribution to a digital 
humanities that engages marginalized communities seeks not moments of closure 
in its acts of representation; it, in fact, resists closure as a goal. Yet, though we value 
games and other immersive journalistic forms for their ability to create empathy, 
we have also become acutely aware of how readily the game can slip into a state of 
knowingness whereby singular experiences become generalized, like in much con-
ventional journalism. “Speaking nearby” has meant making space for a dialogue 
about leaving sex work, even though the government framed the legislation, with 
the support of abolitionist feminists, as promoting this end state as the only desirable 
outcome. “Speaking nearby” has meant making space for violence, pleasure, flirta-
tion, and abuse in uncomfortable ways, in unpredictable ways. It’s meant providing 
a view from somewhere recognizable, even if not fully knowable from the outside.

Notes

The author wishes to thank the reviewers for their generous and thoughtful comments on 
this essay; this essay is stronger for their efforts. The author also wishes to thank Concor-
dia University for seed funding for this project.

	 1.	The project is led by Sandra Gabriele at Concordia University. Lisa Lynch, for-
merly of the Department of Journalism, was a co-investigator on the project in its earliest 
stages. The project was possible only because of the amazing work of a group of talented stu-
dents who researched, coded, designed the graphics, wrote the scenarios, created the sound-
scapes, ran the play tests, and contributed to the overall design of the game: Martin Des-
rosier, Jennifer Sunahara, Natalie Zina Walschots, Amanda Feder, Eileen Holowka, Sadie 
Couture, Esther Splett, Marilyn Sugiarto, Stephanie Goddard, Rebecca Waldie, and Ben 
Spencer. See theoldestgame.com for a trailer of the game and the latest blog posts.
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	 2.	Bill C-36 is formally known as the “Protection of Communities and Exploited Per-
sons Act. An Act to amend the Criminal Code in response to the Supreme Court of Can-
ada decision in Attorney General of Canada v. Bedford and to make consequential amend-
ments to other Acts.” It arose after the Supreme Court ruled that the laws surrounding 
sex work (selling sex itself was not, and is still not, illegal) were unconstitutional because 
they made it impossible for sex workers to avoid breaking the law. Chief Justice Beverley 
McLauchlin wrote in the 9–0 decision, “Parliament has the power to regulate against nui-
sances, but not at the cost of the health, safety and lives of prostitutes,” further noting, “it 
is not a crime in Canada to sell sex for money” (CBC News, “Supreme Court”). Three laws 
in particular were struck down and formed the basis for game play in The Oldest Game: 
prohibitions against keeping a bawdy house, living on the avails of prostitution, and com-
municating for the purposes of prostitution.
	 3.	For example, stories that appear in the pages of the daily newspaper often follow 
an inverted pyramid style, while weekend newspapers offer a variety of writing styles and 
layout that are distinct from their weekday counterparts.
	 4.	One issue that came up with playtesting done in spring 2015 was paying sex 
worker playtesters for their time. Though our budget was limited, we were prepared to 
pay these playtesters for their time using a similar logic to hiring Marilyne as a consul-
tant on game design. Unfortunately, the university research ethics committee determined 
that paying the playtesters would constitute a major revision to our Ethics Certificate and 
would warrant an application to alter the conditions of our ethics approval. In the interest 
of proceeding with the playtesting, we opted not to pursue this avenue, but are doing so 
for the final playtesting session as a way of recognizing the expertise of sex workers and 
that their time should be compensated.
	 5.	For those unfamiliar with the Gamergate phenomenon, see Lewis, “Gamergate,” 
for a brief introduction; Consalvo, “Confronting,” and Chess and Shaw, “Conspiracy of 
Fishes,” among others, explore its implications for feminist game scholars.
	 6.	PimpWars should not be confused with Pimp War published by Happy Empire 
Inc. Launched in 1999, it now has over a million “pimps” registered on the site. As the 
website explains under the watchful gaze of a racialized pimp conventionally dressed:
“You will become a master at the art of pimping your hoes, commanding your thugs and 
battling your enemies to protect what you have and to help your empire grow. This game 
is NOT for whiners. PimpWar players have 5000 ways to call you a bitch ass. So if you 
think you can handle it we suggest you get a couple friends together so you are not alone 
in this bad bad place and then bring yo bad self.” (Pimp Wars [video game], http://www​
.pimpwar.com/).
	 7.	Losh, “In Country,” describes the development of a trust meter in Tactical Iraqi, 
a military training game designed to enhance language acquisition of spoken Arabic to 
facilitate deploying soldiers. The trust meter was developed by the game designers in order 
to provide immediate feedback to the player, yet also had the effect of teaching the criti-
cal skill of establishing trust in dialogue.
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	 8.	Though Rosen is describing journalistic practice specifically, my point here is 
highly indebted to Donna Haraway’s specific mobilization of the phrase to describe the 
political implications of speaking from situated knowledges.
	 9.	The long production time in many ways is a product of building games within an 
academic and professional context: Lisa Lynch left Concordia; our student team members 
graduated or left their programs of study, necessitating hiring new students; our sex work 
consultant purchased her own massage parlor with her partner and subsequently had a 
child; and the lead investigator was maintaining a demanding service position as chair of 
her department, and now as a senior administrator.
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	 part i	 ][	 Chapter 1

“Danger, Jane Roe!”

Material Data Visualization as Feminist Praxis

Kim Brillante Knight

I t was 2009 at the Modern Language Association (MLA). The air in Philadel-
phia was cool and crisp and there were sparse patches of seasoned snow on the 
ground. It was the last year that the MLA convention would be held during the 

week between the Christmas and New Year holidays. It was the year that William 
Pannapacker famously declared digital humanities “the first ‘next big thing’ in a long 
time.” It was also my first year on the academic job market and I was at the confer-
ence for the sole purpose of interviewing. . . . It was a strange year. I was anxious 
at the thought of seeing people who might be interviewing me, or against whom I 
might be competing for jobs, or who were even affiliated with departments where 
I had applied. In truth, I was strange. I had intended to mostly avoid the confer-
ence itself. However, all of this strangeness brought along with it a tenacious case 
of insomnia. Early one morning, I found myself wide awake. My roommates were 
sleeping peacefully. My interviews were over. There was nothing left for which to 
prepare. So it was that despite my intention of staying away, I found myself at an early 
digital humanities session at the conference. As I sat at the back of the room, curled 
around a disposable coffee cup, listening to a roster of panelists with whose work I 
was familiar, one phrase sliced through the haze. One of the speakers exhorted the 
digital humanities audience to “do science better.” I woke right up. The speaker made 
a compelling argument for why a better understanding of scientific methods was 
needed in certain kinds of digital humanities work, particularly for those in part-
nership with scientists or seeking funding from the National Science Foundation. 
And though I understood the logic of this, I bristled a bit at the idea.

The passage of time alone would be enough to make me doubt the fidelity of 
my memory. But when you add in the strangeness of that year, I feel compelled to 
clarify that this may not be an exact quote. Regardless, it has stuck with me. Per-
haps if I had gotten a job in a more traditional English or Literature department, 
I might have quickly forgotten the speaker’s exhortation. Instead, I got a job in a 
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4  ] Kim Brillante Knight

program where my immediate colleagues include scientists (as well as artists, phi-
losophers, literary scholars, and so forth); where the call to engage interdisciplin-
ary methods and collaboration is heard often; and where projects may be funded 
by the National Science Foundation, various industries, or the military. Given the 
promises and challenges of interdisciplinary scholarship and praxis, I have often 
thought about what it would mean to do science better, as a feminist and a digital 
humanist. As someone who recognizes the gendered and racialized violence that has 
been inflicted in the name of science. As someone who initially gravitated toward 
the humanities because I believe without question in the value of cultural work 
and the importance of foregrounding humanist perspectives. I have wondered, 
in those intervening years, whether aligning my work with the digital humani-
ties meant that I was beholden in any way, obligated to do science at all, let alone 
to “do science better.”

In an overview of feminist approaches to the study of science and technology, 
Judy Wajcman explains that radical feminist studies of science think that “western 
technology, like science, is deeply implicated in this masculine project of the domi-
nation and control of women and nature” (146). When we consider this as well as the 
racist, colonialist, and ableist practices of science and medicine, we might revise this 
slightly to include the domination and control of a range of embattled subjects. The 
theories of those early radical feminist approaches that Wajcman outlines are based 
on essentialist ideas about the differing values and strategies of women and men, 
which are problematic in the way that they constrain all gender identities. Femi-
nist studies of science since have generated more social constructionist approaches 
that acknowledge a tendency toward an ethos of control and domination in science 
without ascribing this as an inherent characteristic of either science or masculin-
ity. Still, we are left with the question: does doing science better mean being better 
at control and domination?

Perhaps, instead of being better at these things, doing science better in DH 
might mean being better about these things. Wajcman writes, “The materiality of 
technology affords or inhibits the doing of particular gender power relations” (150). 
Perhaps doing science better as digital humanists requires examining the untapped 
affordances of our digital humanities tools and projects, and making explicit the 
subtle inhibitions in scientific practice and technological development as they are 
deployed in humanities contexts. Perhaps it is an opportunity to test McLuhan’s 
assertions about amateurism versus professionalism:

Professionalism is environmental. Amateurism is anti-environmental. Pro-
fessionalism merges the individual into patterns of total environment. Ama-
teurism seeks the development of total awareness of the individual and the 
critical awareness of the groundrules of society. The amateur can afford to 
lose. The professional tends to classify and specialize, to accept uncritically 
the groundrules of the environment. The groundrules provided by the mass 
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response of his colleagues serve as a pervasive environment of which he is con-
tentedly and [sic] unaware. The “expert” is the man who stays put. (McLuhan 
and Fiore, 93)

What could happen if, instead of allowing ourselves to be absorbed into total envi-
ronment, we feminist digital humanists bring our antienvironmental practices to the 
table? Perhaps, unburdened by the ground rules, “doing science better” means a will-
ingness to détourn and deform. Détournement, a strategy first employed by the Situ-
ationists, uses the preexisting elements of art and culture to critique art and culture 
themselves; it is a turning in and on (Internationale Situationniste). In this context, 
it would be to use the preexisting elements of science and technology in the process 
of critique. Deformance, as defined by Jerome McGann and Lisa Samuels, is a playful 
mode of engaging with a literary text that makes explicit the subjective and transfor-
mative nature of all interpretive practices. In the case of doing science better, to deform 
would be to foreground the subjective in opposition to empirical logics of objectivity.

Détourning and Deforming Science in “Danger, Jane Roe!”

There are many ways in which détournement and deformance might be conceptu-
alized in this context. Fashioning Circuits, the public humanities project that I 
organize, joins together scholarship, university teaching, and work in the commu-
nity, and challenges the environmental norms of science and technology by fore-
grounding humanist perspectives on the development of wearable technology. Dis-
cussion of innovation and Silicon Valley–style “disruption” are tempered with a 
focus on the social and cultural contexts out of which innovation arises, and the 
possible downsides to disrupting. Techniques of coding and electronics, familiar in 
engineering contexts, are defamiliarized when placed in humanities contexts and 
paired with sewing and other craft methods.

As the instructor of undergraduate and graduate Fashioning Circuits courses, 
I ask students to produce a wearable object that is theoretically informed or that 
makes a social statement. In 2013, while the classes were still small enough to be 
orchestrated through coordinated sections of independent study, I began “Danger, 
Jane Roe!” as a project on which I could work alongside my students. In that year, 
U.S. lawmakers enacted 141 pieces of legislation on reproductive health, including 
seventy that restricted abortion access (Guttmacher Institute).

Like many around the United States, in June of 2013 I sat glued to the livestream 
broadcast of Texas state senator Wendy Davis engaged in her epic eleven-hour fili-
buster, an attempt to block legislation that would close most of the abortion pro-
viders in the state. As a recent transplant to the Lone Star State, I had a particularly 
personal investment in this series of events. However, I know that I was not alone 
in my absolute bewilderment and frustration with ill-informed legislators attempt-
ing to institute restrictions on reproductive health, against the will of those whose 
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6  ] Kim Brillante Knight

bodies were being legislated, against the advice of medical professionals, and against 
the U.S. Constitution. In commentary on this recent uptick in legislation, Rebecca 
Traister notes that much of the discourse around abortion sets up a false dichotomy 
and an adversarial relationship between pregnant person and fetus in which the 
pregnant individual always ends up as secondary (par. 15). The desires and rights 
of the individual are diminished in favor of a pro-life stance in which the only life 
considered to matter is that of the fetus.

So I conceptualized “Danger, Jane Roe!” as a response to the systematic era-
sure of the voices of those most directly affected by the legislation. The subject of 
the project title is, of course, Jane Roe of the Roe v. Wade Supreme Court ruling. 
Jane Roe was from Texas, which layers the situatedness of the project as a response 
to legislation in Texas. The title also makes reference to the catchphrase “Danger, 
Will Robinson!” from the American television series Lost in Space. On the show, a 
robot would sound its alarm by repeating this phrase whenever the character Will 
had unknowingly placed himself in harm’s way. The reference is meant to be playful 
but also to evoke the gender politics of the mid-twentieth century, pre-Roe United 
States in which the show’s mother character is a doctor (of biochemistry) whose 
story lines, infuriatingly, hardly deviate from the gender roles ascribed to other 
1960s television mothers. In addition, the reference evokes the automated state of 
constant surveillance of the robot, drawing parallels to contemporary practices of 

Figure 1.1. Close-up of embroidery on “Danger, Jane Roe!” Image credit: David Joshua Golden 
and Rebecca Krusekopf
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“Danger, Jane Roe!” [  7

big data mining and algorithmic profiling. After all, “Danger, Jane Roe!” is wear-
able data visualization.

Embroidery as Off-Centering and Creating Disjunction

The medium for the visualization is a black t-shirt, onto which I have hand embroi-
dered reproductive organs: a uterus, fallopian tubes, cervix, and part of a vagina 
(Figure 1.1). Five pink LEDs are placed on the shirt, below the embroidery. The 
LEDs are controlled by a small microcontroller, also sewn onto the shirt. The lights 
act as a meter of sorts; the number lit at a given time is based on the number of 
results from a Twitter search for “#prolife.” I spent two months collecting tweets 
using a TAGS spreadsheet to get a baseline of how many tweets with the hashtag are 
sent on an average day. If the number of tweets is around average, three of the five 
lights are lit. The number of lights is higher or lower in response to heavier or lighter 
tweeting days. The lights evoke systems to signify threat level, such as that used by 
the National Terrorism Advisory Status. The lights also reference the popular sig-
nifying strategies of fitness trackers and other commercial wearable technologies.

“Danger, Jane Roe!” is a data visualization project that, referring back to McLu-
han, contests the ground rules. In “When Is Information Visualization Art?,” Andrés 
Ramírez Gaviria troubles the aesthetic/functional binary that is often applied to 
information visualization, suggesting that even functional visualization generally 
employs an aesthetic strategy. He further elaborates a distinction between aesthetic 
and artistic, drilling down to separate genre art (that which fits easily into the art 
market of institutions such as museums and galleries) from research art (that which 
emphasizes innovation and experimentation and refuses incorporation). At the 
heart of these distinctions is a difference in the organizing logic of functional versus 
artistic research data visualization. Functional visualization tends to have the goal of 
frictionless transmission of information-at-a-glance. In contrast, artistic data visual-
izations, according to Gaviria, “reframe canonized structures by off-centering con-
sensus” as they work “not to resolve but to question or restructure issues” through 
strategies that are neither “easily decipherable nor aesthetically pleasing so long as 
they are reflectively interesting” (482). An artistic data visualization, in its refusal 
of understanding, calls into question the very notion of an objective and efficient 
transmission of information. From a feminist standpoint, it does science better. 
While I make no claims about the project’s status as art or its success in reframing, 
I do suggest that “Danger, Jane Roe!” is left of the functional center. It aspires toward 
Gaviria’s suggestion that artistic data visualization does not employ clarity or trans-
missibility as a mode but rather provokes a visceral or emotive response from the 
viewer, foregrounding subjectivity in contrast to the aims of science.1 One of the 
ways this is accomplished is through the shirt’s visual strategies.

The embroidery of reproductive anatomy is prominently featured on the shirt, 
demanding notice. The amateur quality of the embroidery gives the project a feel 
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8  ] Kim Brillante Knight

that is a reference to the DIY ethos of punk and zine culture. My intention is to 
call to mind groups such as riot grrls, Pussy Riot, and the GynePunk collective in 
order to invoke a rawness that challenges the machinic perfection of data collec-
tion and functional visualization. There is a second kind of stitching in “Danger, 
Jane Roe!,” that of the conductive thread that connects the LEDs to the microcon-
troller, and the microcontroller to the battery holder (Figure 1.2). I’ve purposefully 
left the stitches visible. In their visibility the gray stitches of the conductive thread 
act as embellishment in concert with the various pink stitches of the reproductive 
organs, but they also serve a performative function. Yasmin B. Kafai and Kylie A. 
Peppler argue that the visible stitching of e-textiles can make explicit the workings 
of a circuit (specifically, polarity, connectivity, and flow) in ways that are obscured 
by other types of electronics kits (184). Thus the multiple modes of needlework in 
“Danger, Jane Roe!” operate together to lend the work a raw, exposed feel.

Rozsika Parker notes that in Western culture, embroidery was originally done 
by men, but since the sixteenth century it has been associated with femininity and 
domesticity (60). As a domestic technology, or if not precisely a technology then a 
medium, embroidery typically brings to mind notions such as intricacy, delicacy, 
and ornament. The genteel and feminine associations with embroidery form 
a disjunction when it is used to depict reproductive organs, that is, body parts 
often associated with abjection, menstruation, and the emotions that result from 

Figure 1.2. “Danger, Jane Roe!” circuit. Image credit: David Joshua Golden and  
Rebecca Krusekopf.
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“Danger, Jane Roe!” [  9

hormonal fluctuation. These are body parts that are often considered unmention-
able in polite company, or even in some legislative spaces.2 There is a further dis-
junction when the embroidery is the technological mechanism. The embroidery is 
thus multivalent and disjunctive: at one and the same time it references traditional 
notions of feminine domesticity, while also invoking DIY subversion, messiness, 
and imperfection. It also challenges the legacy of associations between technology 
and normative masculinity, expanding the technological foundations of the elec-
tronics project to include a genealogy of craft and gendered domestic technologies.

LilyPad and Counterdiscourse

Furthering the associative disjunction is the microcontroller that is controlling the 
LEDs. Arduino is an open-source amateur electronics platform that is widely used 
in DIY projects, including quite a few robotics applications. The LilyPad, an Arduino 
intended for wearable applications, was developed by Dr. Leah Buechley, founder 
of the High-Low Tech group at MIT. Lacking the sharp edges of a standard micro-
controller, the LilyPad is flat, round, and purple, featuring silver “petals” instead of 
the typical black plastic square pins found on an Arduino board. Though connec-
tions to the LilyPad can be soldered, the petals are designed specifically for sewing 
connections with conductive thread. Given the departure in both terminology and 
material form from the typical Arduino board, we must consider what “particular 
gender power relations” (Wajcman, 150) are enabled by the LilyPad.

Buechley has been critiqued for her assertion that the LilyPad may bring 
colorful, soft, and beautiful applications to the world of engineering (Buechley and 
Hill, 206). For instance, Susan Ryan writes that Buechley and Benjamin Mako Hill’s 
characterization of the LilyPad “hints at enclosing female techno-crafters in nostal-
gic but preposterous stereotypes.” I want to push back a bit on the suggestion that 
the LilyPad constrains users according to essentialist gender stereotypes. It is cer-
tainly true that there exist a number of clumsy attempts to attract women to tech 
culture. I have critiqued more than one on my blog.3 Elizabeth Losh has coined a 
delightful turn of phrase to describe them as a whole: the “ridiculous, pink, sparkly 
techno-princess land” (quoted in Brown, “How Not to Attract Women”). However, 
I am not sure that is what is going on with the LilyPad.

In the same paper in which they call for an infusion of softness, Buechley and 
Hill engage with the work of Jane Margolis and Allan Fisher in Unlocking the Club-
house, an oft-cited work on how to make the boy’s “clubhouse” of computing culture 
more accessible to women. Buechley and Hill suggest a slightly different approach. 
Keeping the clubhouse metaphor, they advocate for building new clubhouses instead 
of trying to fit the needs and perspectives of women into existing clubhouses. In 
outlining the benefits of this approach, they write that existing spaces are “limited 
in breadth—both intellectually and culturally” and that new clubhouses “question 
traditional disciplinary boundaries” and “expand disciplines to make room for more 
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10  ] Kim Brillante Knight

diverse interests and passions” (206). The problem with the “pink, sparkly, techno-
princess land” (Losh, quoted in Brown, “How Not to Attract Women”) is that all of 
that sparkle is only surface deep. There is nothing inherently wrong with sparkle or 
pink. But when it is slapped on otherwise normative tech, in response to the assump-
tion that it is the aesthetics of technology that discourages diverse participation, it is 
pandering. However, Buechley is describing a more foundational shift. It is one that 
we might read in light of Wacjman’s paraphrase of Harding’s question, “how a sci-
ence apparently so deeply involved in distinctively masculine projects can possibly 
be used for emancipatory ends” (Buechley and Hill, 146). It is antienvironmental, 
to refer back to McLuhan.

Buechley and Hill may not say so explicitly, but they are describing counterpub-
lic formation. Nancy Fraser defines subaltern counterpublics as “parallel discursive 
arenas where members of subordinated social groups invent and circulate counter 
discourses, which in turn permit them to formulate oppositional interpretations 
of their identities, interests, and needs” (67). Buechley and Hill have found evi-
dence that the LilyPad is successful in attracting members of subordinated social 
groups: the percentage of women who purchase and use LilyPad Arduinos is higher 
than the percentage of women who use the other types of Arduinos, and interview-
ees credit the LilyPad with helping them to overcome cultural barriers to electron-
ics and coding (Buechley and Hill, 202–3).4 As with any Arduino, working with 
the LilyPad requires an understanding of electrical principles and a willingness to 
engage with code. I mentioned earlier that Kafai and Peppler found that the Lily-
Pad fosters even greater understanding of these concepts because the material con-
struction of the circuit is tangible in its visibility. Elsewhere, Kylie Peppler and Diane 
Glosson suggest that the LilyPad explicitly refuses the competitive ethos of other 
electronics kits that are used primarily in robotics, and that the increased time it 
takes one to work with e-textiles, including the time to stitch a circuit, results in 
more sustained and enriched reflection on the part of participants (82). The coun-
terpublic developed through Buechley and Hill’s alternate clubhouse is not a mere 
compartmentalizing of dominant spaces in order to mark off safe terrain. Buechley 
and Hill’s clubhouse might actually be better. At the very least, it is a space in which 
a different set of power relations emerges from the affordances of the technology.

I acknowledge that there is a danger here of creating spaces that are dismissed 
as being of secondary importance in relation to more mainstream computing pub-
lics. This is a tension that many who are women, trans, gender nonconforming, 
people of color, queer, and/or crip in academia face in our decisions about whether 
to devote our time to interactions with small groups of allies or focus our energies 
on the sometimes exhausting or demoralizing interactions with the wider institu-
tion. Fortunately, this is not an either/or proposition. Fraser theorizes this tension 
as being the source of the emancipatory potential of counterpublics: the relatively 
safe space of communing within a counterpublic supports members in their efforts 
to engage with wider publics (68). The work done in Buechley’s alternate clubhouse 
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may enable participants to engage with and challenge dominant publics. Further, we 
must consider the extent to which the “danger” of creating a devalued space is due 
to an actual qualitative deficit, as opposed to its failure to align with cultures of patri-
archy that devalue craft, sewing, and other work typically associated with femininity 
and domesticity. Therefore, I suggest a reading of Buechley’s aims not as pandering, 
but as an attempt to do science better. As an associate professor of computer science 
and founder and former director of MIT’s High-Low computing group, Buechley is 
undoubtedly familiar with what authors such as Wajcman, Janet Abbate, and Ruth 
Oldenziel describe as the masculinist world of engineering. Her call for an infusion of 
the soft and the beautiful into engineering contexts is not an attempt to water down 
engineering, but rather an attempt to resituate the ground rules. My use of the LilyPad 
as a feminist and a digital humanist is informed by the material differences and the 
possible counterdiscourses that arise from power relations enabled by the LilyPad.

The LilyPad layers the associations between the embroidery and stitching of 
“Danger, Jane Roe!” and a gendered history of domestic and craftwork. The gendered 
implications are extended when we consider the LilyPad as an electronic device. 
Recently, there have been well-publicized issues around the ethics of global manu-
facturing, with particular attention paid to labor practices in factories contracted by 
Apple and other hardware producers. Any microcontroller would raise this issue, 
but the gendered associations with the LilyPad make even more explicit the issues 
around electronics manufacture and a global labor force that consists largely of 
women of color.5 As Lisa Nakamura suggests, “The women of color workers who 
create the material circuits and other digital components that allow content to be 
created are all integrated within the ‘circuit’ of technoculture. Their bodies become 
part of digital platforms by providing the human labor needed to make them” (920). 
Thus the visibility of the LilyPad is a reminder not just of the gendered implications 
of the embroidery and the tech but also of the gendered and racialized economic 
and labor practices that undergird electronics manufacturing.6 When read in this 
way, the hand stitching, which Peppler and Glosson suggest adds reflective depth, 
also calls to mind the context of garment manufacturing, another arena in which 
women of color are heavily employed.7

While the use of the LilyPad is as much a functional choice as a signifying strat-
egy, I suggest that it contributes to the project’s status as data visualization that off-
centers consensus (Gaviria). The LilyPad is at once a reclamation of slow, domestic 
work; a stand-in for alternative models of computing publics; and an electronics 
device that arises out of a context of gendered and racialized labor. The embroidery 
of the uterus and the hand-stitching simultaneously evoke the aforementioned DIY 
punk ethos, as well as the domestic and gendered history of embroidery and labor 
practices in the garment industry. The hardware and literal soft-wear of the thread 
and garment combine to create a DH (Donna Haraway|Digital Humanities) fem-
techno-assemblage that invites the viewer to contemplate the embodied effects of 
discourses around reproductive justice.
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Embodiment as Refusing Transmissibility

The project’s stable visual strategies include the embroidered anatomy, the LilyPad, 
and the pink LEDs. However, there is a way in which the project is more muta-
ble. By removing data visualization from the screen or page and placing it on a 
body, “Danger, Jane Roe!” relocates discourse around reproductive justice onto the 
site of legislative inscription—the body that may be affected by pregnancy. Eliza-
beth Grosz writes, “The inscription of the social surface of the body is the tracing 
of pedagogical, juridical, medical, and economic texts, laws, and practices onto the 
flesh to carve out a social subject as such” (117). In this case, the body is inscribed 
by increasingly restrictive legislation on reproductive choice. For Grosz, the socially 
inscribed body is one that is subject to being deciphered and understood (117). The 
body inscribed by laws that limit abortion is understood as one in which situated 
knowledge is denigrated and agency is restricted. “Danger, Jane Roe!” is a garment 
with its own inscriptive functions. The voluntary donning of the data visualization 
that refuses easy interpretation is an act of agency that seeks to confound the leg-
ibility of the body that has been marked by recent legislation.

I write of “the body” as an abstracted concept, but this is not just any body. 
“Danger, Jane Roe!” must be worn on a material body with a specific history and that 
carries with it its own set of social and cultural inscriptions. It could be worn on a 
wide variety of bodies, including those that do not have or never had the reproduc-
tive organs depicted in the embroidery. So far it has only been worn on my body, 
one that is deciphered as curvy, overworked, middle-aged, formerly homeless, first 
to go to college, upwardly mobile, heterosexual, nonreproductive, multiply tattooed, 
frequently flying, bilocated, white. In other words, a body inscribed as normative and 
privileged in some ways, and transgressive or othered in other ways. In the past, I have 
debated quite a bit about whether to actually wear the shirt during conference pre-
sentations. My sense is that in doing so, I am arranging a certain encounter with my 
body in what is supposed to be a disembodied zone of intellect, an idea that carries 
its own set of oppressions. The only body that can be transcended in such a way is 
the dominant, normative body. Othered bodies are always inscribed as such through 
the social and psychical processes described by Grosz. So I wear it. By donning the 
shirt, not only is my body implicated, but so are the bodies of the audience—those 
who might also wear the shirt or who are forced to encounter its illegibility, or even 
just those who are standing by. Once the shirt is on a body, due to its deformative 
nature, it reminds us that the bodies of others also bear the inscriptive marks of dis-
course around reproductive health.

“Danger, Jane Roe!” refuses the functionality of certain forms of data visualiza-
tion, signifying through an assemblage of technical and craft components on a gar-
ment that would fit a wide variety of bodies in an attempt to subvert processes of 
straightforward inscription. As such, it is a project of deformance. Jerome McGann 
and Lisa Samuels write of deformance, “Not the least significant consequence, as 
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will be seen, is the dramatic exposure of subjectivity as a live and highly informative 
option of interpretive commentary, if not indeed one of its essential features, how-
ever neglected in neo-classical models of criticism that search imaginative works 
for their ‘objective’ and general qualities” (116). Deformance is an explicit acknowl-
edgment of the role of subjectivity in interpretation. One might reframe it as the 
valorization of situated knowledge in literary studies. The project of deformance in 
“Danger, Jane Roe!” addresses the issue of legislation and discourse about reproduc-
tive health but also the format of data visualization itself.

In “What Would Feminist Data Visualization Look Like?” Catherine D’Ignazio, 
drawing on Donna Haraway, critiques the tendency for data visualization to take a 
“whole world” approach, with its claim to completeness and objectivity. By deform-
ing the science of data visualization, bringing a literary and cultural studies perspec-
tive to it, approaching it from outside the realm of the professional, I am able to assert 
the importance of the subject and the role of the subjective. By tying data visual-
ization to the material specificities of embodiment, I refuse the tendency noted by 
Haraway for the eyes to “distance the knowing subject” by insisting on an encounter 
grounded in proximity. “Danger, Jane Roe!” is purposefully devoid of any interpre-
tive key so that any attempt to interpret is left incomplete without a social exchange 
with the wearer. The knowing eyes must at some point move from the embroidery 
and the LEDs to consider the eyes of the wearer, which return the gaze and impli-
cate the viewer in the structures that would restrict reproductive freedom.

Indeed, the implications and questions raised by the project will shift depend-
ing on the body on which it is worn. Not all bodies are affected in the same way 
by increasing restrictions on access to reproductive health care and the material 
specificity of the body on which “Danger, Jane Roe!” is worn must be consid-
ered. As I argue elsewhere, in “Networked Bodies, Wearable Interfaces, and Femi-
nist Sleeper Agents,” the dress-body-technology assemblage of wearable technol-
ogy functions as a fertile nexus not just between user and computing device, but 
between the fashioned, technological, and embodied subject.8 The project’s insta-
bility, shifting at a moment’s notice as the garment is transferred to another, is an 
additional way in which functional data visualization’s claim to objectivity is chal-
lenged. As just one shirt, it foregrounds subjective experience and situated knowl-
edge in the face of big data. As a wearable data visualization that attempts neither 
efficiency nor transmissibility, “Danger, Jane Roe!” détourns practices of information 
visualization and challenges the total environment of professionalized data science.

Feminist Data Visualization in DH

“Danger, Jane Roe!” is situated among other feminist digital humanities, or DH-
adjacent, projects that also do science poorly by détourning and deforming both 
data and visualization. Molly Morin’s digital fabrication series Training Days 
mirrors the strategies of fitness trackers in extracting data from the body and its 

This content downloaded from 
������������70.161.175.147 on Mon, 17 Apr 2023 02:22:41 UTC������������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



14  ] Kim Brillante Knight

movements. In this case I will focus on a particular piece, “Training Day: Audrey, 
21 Years, 75 Kilos; Back Squats, Snatches, Clean and Jerks; 2,790 Kilos Lifted” in 
which the data are based on visual analysis of a weight lifter’s movement as cap-
tured by the app “Bar Sense.”9 The terminology, “snatches, clean and jerks,” does not 
capture the beauty of the sweeping, sometimes stumbling movements as the trans-
gressive body of a woman moves 165 pounds of iron through the air and above her 
head. The data generated, in this case from a competitive lifter named Audrey, are 
turned into lace pieces that are laser-cut from thin sheets of Mylar (Morin, “Strong 
Correlations Paper”).10

Morin’s work evokes the history of women’s work in lace production, includ-
ing the increasing mechanization of manufacturing (Burnette, 45). In particular, the 
juxtaposition of weight lifting and lace-making challenges essentialist assumptions 
about gender and strength. Despite its delicate appearance, lace is often stronger 
than expected. It subverts expectation in a way that parallels women body builders, 
who despite surface-level acceptance still face marginalization within lifting com-
munities (Morin, “Strong Correlations Paper”). This deforms the science of data 
visualization through an infusion of the soft and beautiful into engineering contexts 
(Buechley and Hill). Morin’s work makes explicit the palpable effects of data in 
the large lace forms, the scale of which are in blatant excess of the size of the typical 
lace sample found in museums and archives (Morin, “Strong Correlations Paper”). 
Like a science experiment run amok, the data have engorged the lace, feeding its 
growth so that it exceeds norms in its material form. From its unwieldy title to the 
excessive forms of the lace sculpture, “Training Day: Audrey, 21 Years, 75 Kilos; 
Back Squats, Snatches, Clean and Jerks; 2,790 Kilos Lifted” evokes the sublime of 
aesthetic data visualization as theorized by Warren Sack (125). The lace sculptures 
are monstrous, yet beautiful; tangible, yet sublime.

Data are also made tangible in the work of Vibrant Lives, a collective founded 
by Jessica Rajko and Jacqueline Wernimont.11 “Living Net,” a performance instal-
lation piece, makes data material and haptic, while emphasizing their ephemeral-
ity. A large, crocheted net stretches across a wall, inviting touch. Small subwoofer 
speakers embedded in the net are activated by a packet-sniffing app that monitors 
exchanges of data in the room and converts them into sonic form (Wernimont, 
“Vibrant Lives”). The net trembles, seemingly alive in response to the bits of data 
moving through the network. During a 2016 performance at the Digital Humani-
ties Summer Institute at the University of Victoria, Wernimont stood and crocheted 
during the event, weaving in material objects collected from the contacts in her digi-
tal networks. People sent her a variety of objects, ranging from prayer cards to one 
lone mitten. The join of the systematic, though sometimes nonuniform, crocheted 
loops with the irregular, material objects does science poorly by making visible the 
types of data (e.g., the labor of motherhood embodied in the lone found mitten) 
and subjective experiences that are often absent from the cleaned-up data that are 
required of typical information visualization (D’Ignazio and Klein, 3). Wernimont’s 
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act of crocheting in the installation space, while she talks to those passing by, makes 
visible the labor behind the project and also calls to mind the social functions of 
sewing circles, knitting clubs, and other spaces of feminized domestic work. Her 
body as an active creator in the space foregrounds the embodiment and subjectiv-
ity of the project, right down to the mint-green toe polish that is visible in video of 
the installation.

As Wernimont writes, because “Living Net” is a performance installation, the 
Digital Humanities Summer Institute event “activated multiple, intersecting net-
works for an evening and then we deactivated them as those same bodies and 
devices dispersed” (“Vibrant Lives”). The items collected and strands of crochet 
woven during the session will be displayed in future events, but the particular vibra-
tions of the net, its life for that evening, is lost. Wernimont’s labor, and that of the 
other creators, recedes into the background. The strategy of ephemerality, which 
results in an incomplete record, does science poorly in its refusal of the impulse 
of big data to create ever more comprehensive archives. It makes explicit, referring 
back to D’Ignazio’s use of Haraway, the failures of big data’s claim to the “God trick.”

The prior three projects do work that infuses data visualization with a different 
kind of materiality and tactility. It is necessary to pause for a moment and address 
the issue of data itself, the gender implications of which and status as a scientific 
object of inquiry should not go unexamined. Bethany Nowviskie, in her now anthol-
ogized blog post “What Do Girls Dig?,” raises the question of whether humanities 
data mining is a “gentleman’s sport.” She identifies a plurality of reasons that may 
lead to women being underrepresented as principal investigators in large, grant-
funded data mining projects. These range from the commonly acknowledged gen-
eral issues around women in science, technology, engineering, and math (STEM) to 
the more uncomfortable possibility that the career stages and various outside obli-
gations of women in academia may indirectly lead to their exclusion. In “Whence 
Feminism? Assessing Feminist Interventions in Digital Literary Archives,” Wer-
nimont prompts us to consider the ways in which the logics that organize literary 
archives may include patriarchal values of mastery and completeness. However, 
she also identifies ways in which tools and methods developed in feminist literary 
archives have become fundamental to humanities archiving projects on a wider 
scale. She argues that archives are “complex negotiations of the spaces between ‘thing 
and theory’ ” and calls for a feminist strategy of attending to interactions as a way 
of examining the complex technosocial scene of digital humanities work. Feminist 
critiques of data also come from within information science. In writing of the data 
of care-taking, Amelia Abreu calls on the Quantified Self movement to account 
for who is being measured and to what end. She positions the work of care-giving, 
largely neglected in Quantified Self movements, as performing as a human data 
tracker: evaluating comfort levels, calorie intake, appointments, and the like. She 
wonders what other types of data and people are swept aside in the need to produce 
“the perfect measurement for an object and its functions” and questions whether the 
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dream of a feminist data future, “where sensor technology and data-mining can 
be accessible and successful, flexible enough to be genuinely empowering, allow-
ing users to control their own narratives is even possible.” These issues are exacer-
bated when we consider whose lives outside of the United States and other indus-
trialized nations are left out. According to Mayra Buvinic of the Center for Global 
Development, most countries collect data about employment and other aspects of 
labor, but the types of questions and strategies of collection privilege “formal sector 
employment,” which leaves many women outside the scope of collection (quoted in 
McDonald). Beyond these kinds of implicit biases, David McNair of the One Cam-
paign suggests that many governments do not make extensive efforts to collect data 
on the lives of women and children because the data may be used as a tool to hold 
them accountable (quoted in McDonald). The visualizations discussed in previous 
sections address issues of bias, inconsistency, and misogyny, but it seemed worth 
pausing for a moment to think about data as an imperfect object before moving into 
my discussion of a few final visualizations.

If we are willing to stretch the parameters of what is typically considered “visu-
alization,” it perhaps also becomes necessary to trouble conventional notions of 
“data.” As mentioned earlier in this chapter, there are many kinds of data that end up 
marginalized or not collected, in part because there is ideological work happening 
in what is considered “data.” To illuminate that work, I turn now to a few projects 
that engage in material visualization, which might not typically be counted as data 
visualization but that can help us stretch those parameters. First among them is by 
the artist Maria Magdalena Campos-Pons. The Seven Powers by the Sea (1992) con-
sists of seven wooden boards, each inscribed with a diagram showing different plans 
for transporting slaves, similar to the well-known Brookes ship diagram.12 Each of 
the boards also features the name of an orisha, a Yoruba spirit, inscribed along the 
bottom. Viewed horizontally, the shapes of the boards reference slave ships. How-
ever, the boards are always installed vertically, which also evokes ironing boards 
(gesturing toward the domestic labor of slavery) and tombstones (signifying rit-
ual, memorializing, and the necropolitics of the transatlantic slave trade). Archived 
images show that installations of the work vary. The simplest installation features 
the seven boards placed side-by-side, leaning against a wall. More elaborate instal-
lations feature silhouettes of the orishas interspersed between the boards and an 
arrangement of framed family photos and the phrases “Let Us Never Forget” and 
“Prohibido Olvidar.”13

Though Campos-Pons’s work is not a digital humanities project, there is much 
to learn by placing it in conversation with the earlier projects I discuss and framing 
it as a work of feminist data visualization. As the catalog for the Liverpool Bien-
nial notes, the figures on Campos-Pons’s boards convey “the conjunction of math-
ematical efficiency and brutality.” The historical slave ship diagrams are an extreme 
example of the potential for dehumanizing when individual lives are reduced to data 
points and of the nuance that is suppressed in the name of efficient transmission of 
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information. In the work of Campos-Pons, they are used to détourn and to call forth 
the entire system of oppressions. In Counting Bodies, Molly Farrell notes that early 
practices of human accounting around sugar plantations in the Caribbean brought 
together aesthetics and counting to frame the plantation as “a transportable sys-
tem, both economically and socially” (88). The efficiency by which Campos-Pons’s 
boards transmit information is thus superficial; it unfolds and extends to include 
the entire economic, cultural, and social system of the transatlantic slave trade. At 
the same time, particularly in the more altar-like installations that feature photos 
of the artist’s family and friends, the brutality of the historical practices that con-
tinue to shape social relations is placed in tension with the local, the personal. This 
work is not a digital humanities project. Nor does it employ digital technologies 
among its strategies. Science is never invoked. But Campos-Pons’s feminist visual-
ization connects the local to the transatlantic and systemic, and connects the pres-
ent to the past in a way that challenges the constraints and expands the possibilities 
of data visualization.

Leaving the gallery setting and moving into the community, S.T.I.T.C.H.E.D. 
(Stories, Testimonies, Intentions, Truths, Confessions, Healing, Expression, and 
Dreams) is a project that visualizes the construction of a collective. S.T.I.T.C.H.E.D. 
is an initiative of Climbing PoeTree, the poets and performance artists Alixa Garcia 
and Naima Penniman. The project began in 2005, after Hurricane Katrina, when 
Garcia and Penniman would leave fabric squares on the chairs in their performances 
and invite the audience to write something on the squares (Prain, 91). Twelve years 
later, they have over 10,000 squares (Climbing PoeTree) that they hang in trees, hang 
against walls, or otherwise display during events. Penniman suggests that the fabric 
squares are a folk media project that constitutes living history (Prain, 91). Garcia 
and Penniman identify patterns in the kinds of stories people choose to record on 
fabric: there are many stories of assault, abuse, incarceration, and trauma but also 
messages of assurance and kinship. Garcia relates her favorite moment with the quilt 
where the color and softness performed a spatial intervention when they hung it 
in a workshop at a juvenile detention center, disarming participants and setting the 
tone for a transformative event (Prain, 93).

Though visualization is not Climbing PoeTree’s primary objective, I place 
S.T.I.T.C.H.E.D. in conversation with the other feminist data visualization projects 
here because the strips of fabric visually convey meaning in their accumulation. 
Garcia and Penniman construct the quilt by matching squares according to size 
and positioning them so as to alternate colors (Prain, 92). Quilting as visual com-
munication has a long history in the tradition of story quilts, particularly within 
black communities. And quilts as visualization have a history in The Names Proj-
ect, colloquially known as “the AIDS quilt.” In The Names Project, and those it 
influenced, such as The Monument Project, individual squares may be personally 
meaningful, but it is in excess, in the joining of massive numbers of squares, that the 
quilt becomes a material visualization of the amount of data points in this cultural 
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database. Like Morin’s lace sculptures, this is a visualization that conveys the sub-
lime of data visualization (Sack) in its excess. However, in S.T.I.T.C.H.E.D., the leg-
ibility of patterns is suppressed and variation is foregrounded in the visual strategies 
of the textiles. The quilt’s refusal of efficiency becomes a visualization of collective 
experience and connection across difference. Penniman and Garcia suggest that it 
could be the new American flag (Prain, 92). The erratic nature of S.T.I.T.C.H.E.D., 
as opposed to those quilts that employ precise angles and neatly joined sections, 
speaks to the raucous voices of the community whose experiences it conveys. Like 
The Seven Powers by the Sea, this is not a digital humanities project. However, quilt-
ing has long been a site of domestic and feminine inventiveness (Oldenziel, 42). As 
a quilting project, S.T.I.T.C.H.E.D. performs the feminist work of constructing col-
lectivity, and in its embrace of disunity and excess it employs feminist strategies of 
visualization from which we might learn.

The projects highlighted here combine material forms of data visualization in 
ways that refuse many of the foundational logics of functional information visual-
ization. In a recent presentation to the IEEE Visualization Conference, Catherine 
D’Ignazio and Lauren Klein outlined six key principles of feminist data visualiza-
tion: “Rethink Binaries, Embrace Pluralism, Examine Power and Aspire to Empow-
erment, Consider Context, Legitimize Embodiment and Affect, and Make Labor 
Visible” (3–4). These practices build upon the call of authors such as Gaviria to 
attend to the experimental and boundary-pushing possibilities of artistic data visu-
alization. The call to examine power and make labor visible echo Sack’s argument 
that all data visualizations are built upon some form of governance that is made to 
seem natural in the act of visualization (132). However, D’Ignazio and Klein call for 
a move beyond experimentation or awareness toward practices that are fundamen-
tally informed by an intersectional feminist ethics of data visualization.14

They note that much of the kinds of digital humanities work that embraces 
these principles is done “in isolation from the visualization community” (2). Per-
haps this is because of the tendency of these feminist visualization projects to chal-
lenge, refuse, or outright disavow the ground rules of information science and data 
visualization (McLuhan), the professional environments of which require an aes-
thetics of bureaucracy (Sack). To return to Buechley and Hill, perhaps feminist data 
visualization as performed in the digital humanities constitutes an alternative club-
house, one in which feminist and humanist values are foregrounded and the par-
ticipants “formulate oppositional interpretations of their identities, interests, and 
needs” (Fraser, 67) in order to then perform emancipatory work in conversation 
with the visualization community.

To me, this is doing science better. I do not wish to be dismissive of projects 
or digital humanists whose desired outcomes might require a fidelity to methods 
considered scientifically valid. And certainly, there is important feminist work to 
be done by foregrounding these kinds of questions within the professional environ-
ments of the sciences. I only mean to suggest that our status as outsiders, as scientific 
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amateurs, as digital humanists, allows us the flexibility to occasionally engage in the 
antienvironmental; to détourn the tenets of scientific validity and use them against 
themselves to achieve awareness of the subjectivity and question the ground rules 
of objectivity and replicability, as well as their gendered associations. In short, to 
deploy feminist praxis to do science poorly.

Notes

I would like to thank the organizer (Mark Sample), my co-panelists (Shane Denson, Jer-
emy Justus, and Micki Kaufman), and most especially the audience discussants of the 
MLA 2016 Session 107, “Weird DH,” where I presented an early version of this work. The 
discussion and tweets were helpful in developing the conference version into an essay. 
Thank you also to my colleague Olivia Banner for her feedback on an early draft of the 
chapter. Finally, I extend my sincere appreciation to the Edith O’Donnell Arts and Tech-
nology Faculty Fellowship #2, which supported my work on both “Danger, Jane Roe!” 
and this chapter.

	 1.	Multiple reviewers have noted, and I agree, that the visual strategies of the “Dan-
ger, Jane Roe!” could work for other contexts, notably for issues of reproductive justice 
not centered on Roe v. Wade or for signifying other data in relation to uteruses—temporal 
cycles of menstruation and so forth. Along with the refusal of easy transmissibility comes 
the potential for being repurposed for other acts of visualization.
	 2.	In March 2011, Democratic representative Scott Randolph was chastised because 
he used the word “uterus” on the Florida house floor (Linkins, “Scott Randolph”). In June 
2012, Lisa Brown was barred from the Michigan House floor for using the word “vagina” 
(Brown, “Lisa Brown”). Also in 2012, there is video of proceedings that show Dave 
Albo, a Republican member of the Virginia House of Delegates, repeatedly using the word 
“trans-v” as a substitute for transvaginal (Celock, “David Albo”). Given that Albo helped 
draft Virginia’s controversial “informed consent” law, his reluctance to say “vaginal” is par-
ticularly disturbing.
	 3.	Knight, Spiral Dance.
	 4.	This is also borne out in the Fashioning Circuits university classroom. The percent-
age of women and people of color is much higher than the average demographics of 
computer science majors in the United States. Depending on the class format, Fashioning 
Circuits university students have been from 50 percent to 100 percent women, and 30 percent 
to 50 percent people of color (a significant portion of whom are considered “underrepre-
sented minorities” in computer science). In 2012, women made up 18.2 percent of com-
puter science BS majors in the United States. Underrepresented minorities accounted for 
19.4 percent of computer science BS degrees, with only 4.8 percent awarded to women who 
are underrepresented minorities (National Science Foundation, “Women, Minorities, and 
Persons with Disabilities”). It is regrettable that Buechley and Hill do not address race in 
their articulation of the emancipatory potential of the LilyPad. A generous reading of their 

This content downloaded from 
������������70.161.175.147 on Mon, 17 Apr 2023 02:22:41 UTC������������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



20  ] Kim Brillante Knight

work would allow that new clubhouses, which foster a variety of interests and passions, 
could be constructed from a range of diverse perspectives, including those of underrepre-
sented racial minorities, queer participants, persons with disabilities, and so forth. To be 
clear, however, this requires a willingness to foreground issues of the most urgent concern 
to a group rather than trying to develop a one-size-fits-all counterpublic space.
	 5.	For an elaboration of these issues, see Hossfeld, “Their Logic,” or Ferus-Comelo, 
“Double Jeopardy,” in the Bibliography.
	 6.	Recently, Arduino partnered with Adafruit to bring production of many of the 
Arduino boards to the United States. In an email to the author dated October 26, 2016, 
Nick Miranda of SparkFun confirmed that the LilyPad is manufactured by SparkFun in 
Colorado. They are the exclusive manufacturers and retailers of this board. However, to 
some extent, the particular conditions of the LilyPad’s manufacture do not matter—so long 
as there exist human rights abuses in electronics manufacturing, the microcontroller will 
function as a synecdoche for the wider industry.
	 7.	Though the international garment industry still relies heavily on women workers, 
authors Kucera and Tejani suggest that the industry is undergoing a process of defeminization 
as “higher technology production leads to a stronger preference for male workers” (“Femi-
nization, Defeminization,” 575). The positioning of new digital skill sets as technological, in 
distinction to analog techniques of production, engages in the problematic suppression of 
gendered and domestic technologies from the dominant definition of that term (Wajc-
man, “Feminist Theories of Technology”). Nevertheless, contemporary cultural narratives 
around global textile manufacturing and the “sweat shop worker” remain heavily gendered 
as female.
	 8.	See Knight, “Networked Bodies.”
	 9.	Drashkov, “Bar Sense.”
	 10.	For an example, see Morin, “Last Progress.”
	 11.	See Vibrant Lives.
	 12.	This work is variously referred to as “The Seven Powers by the Sea,” “The Seven 
Powers Come by the Sea,” and “The Seven Powers Came by the Sea.” “The Seven Powers” 
is a different work, though it draws on similar themes.
	 13.	The simplest installations are documented at the Vancouver Art Gallery (Basseches, 
“Leaving Cuba”) and the Kamloop Art Gallery (Youds, “Winter Show”). The more elabo-
rate installation is documented in the archive for the 1999 Liverpool Biennial (Liverpool 
Biennial, “Seven Powers Came”).
	 14.	These six principles could, in fact, be an ethics of feminist digital humanities 
work in general. Neither data nor visualization is explicitly invoked in the call to legiti-
mize embodiment and affect, for instance.

Bibliography

Abbate, Janet. Recoding Gender: Women’s Changing Participation in Computing. Cam-
bridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 2012.

This content downloaded from 
������������70.161.175.147 on Mon, 17 Apr 2023 02:22:41 UTC������������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



“Danger, Jane Roe!” [  21

Abreu, Amelia. “Quantify Everything: A Dream of a Feminist Data Future.” Model View 
Culture, February 24, 2014, modelviewculture.com/pieces/quantify​-everything​-a​
-dream​-of-a-feminist-data-future.

Basseches, Joshua. “Leaving Cuba for the North.” Alchemy of the Soul: Maria Magdalena 
Campos-Pons, pt. 3. Peabody Essex Museum, n.d., http://alchemy.pem.org/leaving​
_cuba/.

Brown, Kristen V. “How Not to Attract Women to Coding: Make Tech Pink.” SFGate, July 
8, 2014, www.sfgate.com/news/article/How-not-to-attract-women-to-coding-Make​
-tech​-pink-5602104.php.

Brown, Lisa. “Lisa Brown: Silenced for Saying (Shock!) ‘Vagina.’ ” CNN, June 21, 2012, 
https://www.cnn.com/2012/06/21/opinion/brown-kicked-out-for-saying-vagina​
/index​.html.

Buechley, Leah, and Benjamin Mako Hill. “LilyPad in the Wild: How Hardware’s Long 
Tail Is Supporting New Engineering and Design Communities.” Proceedings of the 
8th ACM Conference on Designing Interactive Systems, Association of Computing 
Machinery, 2010, 199–207. ACM Digital Library, doi:10.1145/1858171.1858206.

Burnette, Joyce. Gender, Work and Wages in Industrial Revolution Britain. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2008.

Celock, John. “David Albo, Virginia Lawmaker, Says Wife Wouldn’t Have Sex Because 
of Transvaginal Ultrasound Bill.” Huffington Post, February 24, 2012, https://www​
.huffingtonpost.com/2012/02/24/david-albo-virginia-lawmaker-no-sex-transvaginal​
-ultrasound_n_1300404.html.

Climbing PoeTree. “S.T.I.T.C.H.E.D.” ClimbingPoeTree.com, 2015, www.climbingpoetree​
.com/experience/projects/stitched/.

D’Ignazio, Catherine. “What Would Feminist Data Visualization Look Like?” MIT Cen-
ter for Civic Media, December 20, 2015, civic.mit.edu/feminist-data-visualization.

D’Ignazio, Catherine, and Lauren Klein. “Feminist Data Visualization.” Workshop on 
Visualization for the Digital Humanities. IEEE VIS Conference, October 24, 2016, 
Hilton Hotel, Baltimore. www.kanarinka.com/writing/.

Drashkov, Martin. “Bar Sense Weight Lifting Log.” Google Play app. Google.com, https://
play.google.com/store/apps/details?id=com.barsense.main.

Farrell, Molly. Counting Bodies: Population in Colonial American Writing. New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2016.

Ferus-Comelo, Anibel. “Double Jeopardy: Gender and Migration in Electronics Man-
ufacturing.” In Challenging the Chip: Labor, Rights, and Environmental Justice in 
the Global Electronics Industry, edited by David Pellow, David Sonnenfeld, and Ted 
Smith, 43–54. Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2008. ProQuest Ebrary, www​
.ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/utd/detail.action?docID=298854.

Fraser, Nancy. “Rethinking the Public Sphere: A Contribution to the Critique of Actually 
Existing Democracy.” Social Text 25/26 (1990): 56–80. JSTOR.

Gaviria, Andrés Ramírez. “When Is Information Visualization Art? Determining the Criti-
cal Criteria.” Leonardo 41, no. 5 (2008): 479–82.

This content downloaded from 
������������70.161.175.147 on Mon, 17 Apr 2023 02:22:41 UTC������������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms

http://alchemy.pem.org/leaving_cuba/
http://alchemy.pem.org/leaving_cuba/
http://www.climbingpoetree.com/experience/projects/stitched/
http://www.kanarinka.com/writing/
https://play.google.com/store/apps/details?id=com.barsense.main
https://play.google.com/store/apps/details?id=com.barsense.main
http://www.ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/utd/detail.action?docID=298854
http://www.ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/utd/detail.action?docID=298854
http://www.sfgate.com/news/article/How-not-to-attract-women-to-coding-Make-tech-pink-5602104.php
http://www.sfgate.com/news/article/How-not-to-attract-women-to-coding-Make-tech-pink-5602104.php
https://www.cnn.com/2012/06/21/opinion/brown-kicked-out-for-saying-vagina/index.html
https://www.cnn.com/2012/06/21/opinion/brown-kicked-out-for-saying-vagina/index.html
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/2012/02/24/david-albo-virginia-lawmaker-no-sex-transvaginal-ultrasound_n_1300404.html
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/2012/02/24/david-albo-virginia-lawmaker-no-sex-transvaginal-ultrasound_n_1300404.html
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/2012/02/24/david-albo-virginia-lawmaker-no-sex-transvaginal-ultrasound_n_1300404.html
http://www.climbingpoetree.com/experience/projects/stitched/


22  ] Kim Brillante Knight

Grosz, Elizabeth. Volatile Bodies: Toward a Corporeal Feminism. Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press, 1994.

Guttmacher Institute. “More State Abortion Restrictions Were Enacted in 2011–2013 
than in the Entire Previous Decade.” News in Context, Guttmacher Institute, Jan-
uary 2, 2014, www.guttmacher.org/article/2014/01/more​-state​-abortion​-restrictions​
-were-enacted-2011–2013-entire-previous-decade.

Haraway, Donna. “A Cyborg Manifesto: Science, Technology, and Socialist-Feminism in 
the Late Twentieth Century.” In Simians, Cyborgs and Women: The Reinvention of 
Nature, 149–81. New York: Routledge, 1991.

Hossfeld, Karen. “ ‘Their Logic against Them’: Contradictions in Sex, Race, and Class in 
Silicon Valley.” In Technicolor: Race, Technology, and Everyday Life, edited by Alon-
dra Nelson and Thuy Linh N. Tu, 34–63. New York: New York University Press, 2001.

Internationale Situationniste. “Definitions.” Internationale Situationniste, no. 1, translated 
by Ken Knabb, June 1958. Situationist International Online, www.cddc.vt.edu/sion​
line///si/definitions.html.

Kafai, Yasmin B., and Kylie A. Peppler. “Transparency Reconsidered: Creative, Critical, and 
Connected Making with E-textiles.” In DIY Citizenship: Critical Making and Social 
Media, edited by Matt Ratto, Megan Boler, and Ronald Deibert, 179–88. Cambridge, 
Mass.: MIT Press, 2014. Kindle Edition.

Knight, Kim A. “Networked Bodies, Wearable Interfaces, and Feminist Sleeper Agents.” In 
The Routledge Companion to Media Studies and Digital Humanities, edited by Jentery 
Sayers, 204–13. New York: Routledge, Taylor & Francis Group, 2018.

Knight, Kim A. The Spiral Dance (blog). thespiraldance.wordpress.com/?s=pink.
Kucera, David, and Sheba Tejani. “Feminization, Defeminization, and Structural Change in 

Manufacturing.” World Development 64 (2014): 569–82. Science Direct, doi:10.1016/j​
.worlddev.2014.06.033.

Linkins, Jason. “Scott Randolph, Lawmaker, Reprimanded for Using the Word ‘Uterus.’ ” 
Huffington Post, March 31, 2011, https://www.huffingtonpost.com/2011/03/31/florida​
-lawmaker-repriman_n_843259.html.

Liverpool Biennial. “Maria Magdalena Campos Pons.” Liverpool Biennial, n.d., www.bien​
nial.com/1999/exhibition/artists/maria-magdalena-campos-pons.

Liverpool Biennial. “The Seven Powers Came by the Sea.” Liverpool Biennial, 1999, http://
www.biennial.com/events/-the-seven-powers-came-by-the-sea-.

Margolis, Jane, and Allan Fisher. Unlocking the Clubhouse: Women in Computing. Cam-
bridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 2002.

McDonald, Charlotte. “Is There a Sexist Data Crisis?” Magazine, BBC News, May 18, 2016, 
www.bbc.com/news/magazine-36314061.

McGann, Jerome, and Lisa Samuels. “Deformance and Interpretation.” In Jerome McGann, 
Radiant Textuality, 105–36. New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2001.

McLuhan, Marshall, and Quentin Fiore. The Medium Is the Massage: An Inventory of 
Effect. Berkeley, CA: Gingko, 2001.

This content downloaded from 
������������70.161.175.147 on Mon, 17 Apr 2023 02:22:41 UTC������������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms

https://www.huffingtonpost.com/2011/03/31/florida-lawmaker-repriman_n_843259.html
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/2011/03/31/florida-lawmaker-repriman_n_843259.html
http://www.biennial.com/1999/exhibition/artists/maria-magdalena-campos-pons
http://www.biennial.com/events/-the-seven-powers-came-by-the-sea-
http://www.biennial.com/events/-the-seven-powers-came-by-the-sea-
http://www.bbc.com/news/magazine-36314061
http://www.guttmacher.org/article/2014/01/more-state-abortion-restrictions-were-enacted-2011%E2%80%932013-entire-previous-decade
http://www.guttmacher.org/article/2014/01/more-state-abortion-restrictions-were-enacted-2011%E2%80%932013-entire-previous-decade
http://www.cddc.vt.edu/sionline///si/definitions.html
http://www.cddc.vt.edu/sionline///si/definitions.html
http://www.biennial.com/1999/exhibition/artists/maria-magdalena-campos-pons


“Danger, Jane Roe!” [  23

Morin, Molly. “Last Progress Pic for @audreykohlts Training Day. #weightlifting #art 
#laser.” Instagram, August 28, 2016, www.instagram.com/p/BJrQACWAzgv/.

Morin, Molly. “Strong Correlations Paper.” Received by Kim Knight, October 28, 2016.
Morin, Molly. “Training Day: Audrey, 21 Years, 75 Kilos; Back Squats, Snatches, Clean and 

Jerks; 2,790 Kilos Lifted.” Training Days, 2016-18. 3-d printed sculpture. www.mol​
lycmorin.com/portfolio/141/.

Nakamura, Lisa. “Indigenous Circuits: Navajo Women and the Racialization of Early Elec-
tronic Manufacture.” American Quarterly 66, no. 4 (December 2014): 919–41. Johns 
Hopkins University Press, doi:10.1353/aq.2014.0070.

National Science Foundation. “Women, Minorities, and Persons with Disabilities in Engi-
neering.” National Science Foundation, www.nsf.gov/statistics/2015/nsf15311/start​
.cfm.

Nowviskie, Bethany. “What Do Girls Dig?” Nowviskie.org, April 7, 2011, http://nowviskie​
.org/2011/what-do-girls-dig/.

Oldenziel, Ruth. Making Technology Masculine: Men, Women, and Modern Machines in 
America 1870–1945. Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 1999.

Pannapacker, William. “The MLA and the Digital Humanities.” Chronicle of Higher Educa-
tion, December 2009. Reblogged by Nancy Holliman, HASTAC, December 30, 2009, 
www.hastac.org/blogs/nancyholliman/2009/12/30/mla-and-digital-humanities.

Parker, Rozsika. The Subversive Stitch: Embroidery and the Making of the Feminine. New 
York: I. B. Tauris, 2010.

Peppler, Kylie, and Diane Glosson. “Learning about Circuitry with E-Textiles in After-
School Settings.” In Textile Messages: Dispatches from the World of E-Textiles and 
Education, edited by Leah Buechley, Kylie Peppler, Michael Eisenberg, and Yasmin 
Kafai, 71–83. New York: Peter Lang, 2013.

Prain, Leanne. Strange Material: Storytelling through Textiles. Vancouver: Arsenal Pulp, 
2014.

Ryan, Susan Elizabeth. Garments of Paradise: Wearable Discourse in the Digital Age. Cam-
bridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 2014. Kindle Edition.

Sack, Warren. “Aesthetics of Information Visualization.” In Context Providers: Conditions 
of Meaning in Media Arts, edited by Margot Lovejoy, Christiane Paul, and Victoria 
Vesna, 123–49. Chicago: Intellect, 2011.

Traister, Rebecca. “Let’s Just Say It: Women Matter More than Fetuses Do.” New Repub-
lic, November 11, 2014, newrepublic.com/article/120167/womens​-abortion​-rights​
-trump​-fetuses-rights.

Vibrant Lives (blog). https://vibrantlives.live/.
Wajcman, Judy. “Feminist Theories of Technology.” Cambridge Journal of Economics 34 

(2010): 143–52.
Wernimont, Jacqueline. “Vibrant Lives Presents: The Living Net.” Jacqueline Wernimont: 

Network Weaver, Scholar, Digitrix, June 11, 2016, jwernimont.com/2016/06/11​
/vibrant-lives-presents-the-living-net/.

This content downloaded from 
������������70.161.175.147 on Mon, 17 Apr 2023 02:22:41 UTC������������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms

http://www.instagram.com/p/BJrQACWAzgv/
http://www.nsf.gov/statistics/2015/nsf15311/start.cfm
http://www.nsf.gov/statistics/2015/nsf15311/start.cfm
http://nowviskie.org/2011/what-do-girls-dig/
http://nowviskie.org/2011/what-do-girls-dig/
http://www.hastac.org/blogs/nancyholliman/2009/12/30/mla-and-digital-humanities
https://vibrantlives.live/
http://www.mollycmorin.com/portfolio/141
http://www.mollycmorin.com/portfolio/141


24  ] Kim Brillante Knight

Wernimont, Jacqueline. “Whence Feminism? Assessing Feminist Interventions in Digital 
Literary Archives.” Digital Humanities Quarterly 7, no. 1 (2013), www.digitalhuman​
ities.org/dhq/vol/7/1/000156/000156.html. 

Youds, Mike. “Winter Show at Kamloops Art Gallery Offers Long Lens on Social, Political 
Conflict.” Kamloops Daily News, January 13, 2012, http://www.kamloopsnews.ca/arts​
-entertainment/local-a-e/winter-show-at-kamloops-art-gallery-offers-long-lens-on​
-social-political-conflict-1.1248532.

This content downloaded from 
������������70.161.175.147 on Mon, 17 Apr 2023 02:22:41 UTC������������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms

http://www.kamloopsnews.ca/arts-entertainment/local-a-e/winter-show-at-kamloops-art-gallery-offers-long-lens-on-social-political-conflict-1.1248532
http://www.kamloopsnews.ca/arts-entertainment/local-a-e/winter-show-at-kamloops-art-gallery-offers-long-lens-on-social-political-conflict-1.1248532
http://www.kamloopsnews.ca/arts-entertainment/local-a-e/winter-show-at-kamloops-art-gallery-offers-long-lens-on-social-political-conflict-1.1248532
http://www.digitalhumanities.org/dhq/vol/7/1/000156/000156.html
http://www.digitalhumanities.org/dhq/vol/7/1/000156/000156.html


Chapter Title: Building Pleasure and the Digital Archive 

Chapter Author(s): DOROTHY KIM 
 
Book Title: Bodies of Information 

Book Subtitle: Intersectional Feminism and the Digital Humanities 

Book Editor(s): Elizabeth Losh and Jacqueline Wernimont 

Published by: University of Minnesota Press 

Stable URL: http://www.jstor.com/stable/10.5749/j.ctv9hj9r9.17

JSTOR is a not-for-profit service that helps scholars, researchers, and students discover, use, and build upon a wide 
range of content in a trusted digital archive. We use information technology and tools to increase productivity and 
facilitate new forms of scholarship. For more information about JSTOR, please contact support@jstor.org. 
 
Your use of the JSTOR archive indicates your acceptance of the Terms & Conditions of Use, available at 
https://about.jstor.org/terms

This content is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 
4.0 International License (CC BY-NC-ND 4.0). To view a copy of this license, visit 
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/.

University of Minnesota Press  is collaborating with JSTOR to digitize, preserve and extend 
access to Bodies of Information

This content downloaded from 
������������70.161.175.147 on Mon, 17 Apr 2023 02:13:30 UTC������������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms

http://www.jstor.com/stable/10.5749/j.ctv9hj9r9.17


230  ]

	part iV	 ][	 Chapter 14

Building Pleasure and the Digital Archive

Dorothy Kim

[The archivist] is the keeper of countless objects of desire.

—Martha Cooley, The Archivist (1998)

[L’archive] est difficile dans sa materialité.

—Arlette Farge, Le gout de l’archive (1989)

This essay is an exercise and also a critical meditation on what it means to 
build and create the Archive of Early Middle English and what the project’s 
theoretical stakes are in relation to the corpus, the digital platform, the inter-

face. Thus, this is a narrative about the long history of the book and about what it 
means to translate reading a medieval manuscript from thirteenth-century Britain 
to reading a mediated version of a manuscript in the twenty-first century. It is the 
story of medieval to digital remediation, but a remediation that has remarkable feed-
back loops because it disrupts print as a medium. This essay is also about the archive 
story of Early Middle English and how making visible the editorial bodies that create 
the digital manuscript bodies is a form of radical material feminism that reframes 
the stakes of this digital archive. And so, this essay pivots between the granularity 
of the codex book and the larger ecosystem of an archive of books.

Drawing from an array of theoretical perspectives—material feminism and 
especially theories of “intra-action,” postcolonial archive theory, and disability 
studies—this essay explores the issue of pleasure in critical interface design and 
multisensory experience in digital reading ecologies, with a focus on the Archive of 
Early Middle English project. My discussion will turn attention to both the inter-
pretive processes of visualization and the value of developing digital resources 
that engage senses beyond the visual. I will consider additionally the physi-
cal and related lived experiences of building and using archives. What are the 
alternatives to visual emphases in interface design, and what are the stakes—for 
nascent and long-standing projects—of creating flexible, stable resources that 
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invite manipulation and change? And what are the stakes for archive theory, digi-
tal labor, feminist materialism, and histories of the book? Can what at first glance 
be seen as traditional and canonical function as a decolonized, feminist, and mate-
rial ecosystem?

Visual Pleasure, Graphesis, and Histories and Futures of the Book

When the AEME (Archive of Early Middle English)—a digital archive that will 
eventually include 162 encoded manuscript witnesses to the documentary produc-
tion of Early Middle English between 1100 and 1350—received a National Endow-
ment for the Humanities (NEH) 2013–2017 Scholarly Editions and Translation 
grant, the first and completed task Scott Kleinman and I, as co–principal investi-
gators, discussed was the creation of a splash page—both as a placeholder during 
the project’s coding and back-end development and as the go-to space for anyone 
who wanted to be directed to the archive.1 Even though we also created a separate 
site for encoding guidelines and had an open workspace on GitHub, the splash page 
became the calling card for the AEME project in development.2 Even with such a 
diverse and disparate corpus of archival materials, the visual aesthetics of the splash 
page was one of the earliest longer discussion items. We, in fact, budgeted and hired 
a graphic designer, Amy Papaelias (SUNY New Paltz, Art History) to give the “skin” 
of this interface of our archival portal motion, color balance, functionality, and visual 
pleasure. As the first task we accomplished with the release of our NEH funds, the 
foundational importance of organizing our visual calling card and subsequent visual 
profile speaks to the stakes, importance, and driving frames of visual pleasure in 
creating and building a digital archive and database. This article is an attempt to 
unpack the politics and theoretical angles and make transparent our biases in first 
prioritizing visual pleasure. But it also is a discussion that sketches out what else 
could be done in the continued development of the digital archive as an area in the 
long history of the book.

Our archive is not filled with many impressive illuminated and decorated man-
uscripts. Rather, it was incredibly difficult to even find an image we could use in 
our logo from the 162 manuscripts in our corpus. But this initial design—decided 
entirely by considering the visual pleasure of our project team and potential imag-
ined users—became the project touchstone as the scholarly and public profile of 
the AEME moved across: through not just the splash page but also the temporary 
encoding guidelines page—though with slightly different but complementary color 
schemes—to the visual design, program, and swag for the “Making Early Middle 
English” conference.3 This latter project for the AEME became the first international 
conference in the field, funded with a Social Sciences and Humanities Research 
Council Contact grant. It has also now transformed into the first peer-reviewed 
scholarly journal in the field, The Journal of Early Middle English, which also uti-
lizes the visual footprint first developed for the AEME project.4
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The question of pleasure speaks to the importance of desire in archival building 
and about emotional affect and the dangers of intense affect in hiding archival agen-
das and the political, national, and social forces often at play in creating them. There 
is a wish to hide these difficult narratives under the aura of sensory pleasures. And 
especially with digital projects—whether small, big, or going in multiple directions—
pleasure is central in organizing and producing the digital humanities. Visual plea-
sure, the pleasurable experience of the user/subject, and the ease of the project’s 
interface are always central in building.5 There are a number of reasons for visual 
aesthetics’ importance. They range from the politics of funding and also our own 
understanding of what will attract, hold, and intrigue digital users/readers/subjects. 
In a way, whether scholarly or lay, digital projects often function within a rhetoric of 
seduction. They use sensory pleasure, but almost always visual pleasure, to offer their 
projects up for consumption, enjoyment, work, and play. Theoretically and practi-
cally, the AEME has considered these issues from its inception and particularly from 
its first real budget expenditure. We have also grappled with the disconnect between 
the messy, dirty, fragmented quality of our corpus in juxtaposition of our aestheti-
cally delightful and visually attractive splash page and project design aesthetic.

However, there has not been enough discussion about the theories behind what 
we are building in DH projects and how much theories of the visual and visual plea-
sure are hidden from view. In Johanna Drucker’s book Graphesis: Visual Forms of 
Knowledge Production, Drucker tackles the theoretical stakes of digital visuality 
by explaining that “all images are encoded by their technologies of production and 
embody the qualities of the media in which they exist. These qualities are part of 
an image’s informations” whether this be illuminated manuscript, daguerreotype, 
painting, photograph, or digital image.6 She highlights how the recent discussions 
in media archaeology have centered media production and how “reading the mat-
ter of media” is how meaning is configured.7 Digital media environments require 
multimodal reading, creation, and interpretation. However, digital media then rely 
more on the histories, theories, and epistemologies of the codex and book than they 
do on film and video. The issues of layout, marginalia, paratext, columns, table of 
contents, indexes, and chapter headings are, as Malcolm Parkes discusses in “The 
Influence of Ordinatio and Compilatio in the Development of the Book,” a develop-
ment of the medieval scholarly book.8 These experimental page structures became 
standard in printed books and eventually in digital texts.

If the codex as developed in the Middle Ages is one of the earlier kinds of infor-
mational “interfaces,” then we should consider it as a mediating apparatus: one in 
which the mise-en-page and material features, its myriad graphic cues explain how 
to read, use, navigate, and access information in the codex book.9 Then the digital 
interface requires us to consider how critical interface design can help us build 
digital projects that address how this mediating apparatus will change how our 
readers/users/subjects will interact and create interpretive iterative acts with their 
reading, access, and navigation of the digital information. What this means is a move 
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away from the codex’s mise-en-page to a film’s visual mise-en-scène to an interactive 
digital mise-en-système, what Drucker describes as “an environment for action.”10 
A digital mise-en-système is a digital ecology in which the main question posed is 
how the interface iteratively and at various moment can “enunciate” the subject/
user/reader. Interface, then, is a “border zone between cultural systems and human 
subjects”; it is the codependent space where “speaker and spoken are created.”11 This 
interaction in this border zone also pushes back against cinema’s one-directional 
view of theories of visual pleasure and the gaze into a different model.12 I believe 
feminist materialism and the work of Karen Barad on entanglement theory would 
name this interface site the space of “intra-action.”

Stacy Alaimo and Susan Hekman have pointed out the volatility of materiality 
as a location for feminist theory, so much so that “most contemporary feminisms 
require that one distance oneself as much as possible from the tainted realm of mate-
riality by taking refuge within culture, discourse, and language.”13 Instead, material 
feminism proposes that feminist theory must discuss materiality, and particularly 
the body, as an active agent that includes “lived experience, corporeal practice, and 
biological substance.”14 The point of material feminism is “to build on rather than 
abandon the lessons learned in the linguistic turn,” namely, in this case, “a decon-
struction of the material/discursive dichotomy that retains both elements without 
privileging either.”15 Thus material feminism rethinks “agency, semiotic force, and 
the dynamics of bodies and natures.”16 The most focused energies and the most radi-
cal move are to reconsider materiality: the “stuff” of bodies and environments. The 
“material turn” requires us to take “matter seriously.”17 Material feminism insists on 
flattening hierarchies and ontologies; it requires a consideration of how “culture, his-
tory, discourse, technology, biology, and the environment” interact without orga-
nizing these nodes without giving more power to one or the other.18 In essence, it is 
a new way to consider “matter” in relation to “material culture, geopolitical space, 
food, climate and environment, gender, body, nature, and culture.”19

Karen Barad, the theoretical quantum physicist, writes,

The notion of intra’action (in contrast to the usual “interaction,” which pre-
sumes the prior existence of independent entities/relata) marks an important 
shift, reopening and refiguring foundational notions of classical ontology such 
as causality, agency, space, time, matter, discourse, responsibility, and account-
ability. A specific intra-action enacts an agential cut (in contrast to the Cartesian 
cut—an inherent distinction—between subject and object) effecting a separat-
ing between “subject” and “object.” That is, the agential cut enacts a “local” res-
olution within the phenomenon of the inherent ontological indeterminancy.20

In essence, Barad’s point in “Nature’s Queer Performativity” is to flatten hierar-
chies in which everything—human, nonhuman, matter—becomes a constantly 
shifting component. Within this frame, she “reframes” ideas of causality; and what 
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“intra-acting” ultimately allows is that “ ‘relata’ do not pre-exist relations, but rather 
that ‘relata-within-phenomen’ emerge through specific intra-actions.”21

What Drucker describes as the “codependent in-betweeness” of the interface 
where speaker and spoken are born is exactly a description of “intra-action.” 
And what she has framed in her argument about digital graphesis as part of a long 
history of reading interfaces is that digital reading has become a mise-en-système 
with multivocal moments of “intra-action.” She describes this digital shift in the 
history of reading:

Reading was always a performance of a text or work, always an active remaking 
through an instantiation. But reading rarely had to grapple with the distinc-
tions between immersion and omniscience—as when we are experiencing the 
first person view of a video juxtaposed with manipulation of a scalable map, 
with watching the social network reconfigure itself around a node of discourse 
even as the node is changing. Digital environments increasingly depend upon 
a whole series of contingent texts, transient documents, that are created on the 
fly by search and query, filtered browsing or other results-based displays that 
last only a few moments on the screen in the stepping-stone sequence of user 
clicks that move from one ephemeral configuration to the next.22

In this digital mise-en-système, beyond the flexible and iterative possibilities of 
moments of subject and interface “intra-action,” what this digital reading ecology 
creates is the possibility for extremes of scale.

In this way, though we hear much more about the affordances and utopian 
heights of big data analytics and visualizations and the theoretical approaches of 
distance reading as explained by Franco Moretti, or even a discussion from Lev 
Manovich on the experience of digital visualization at extreme large scale, less is dis-
cussed about the potentials of the small, close-reading scale and the possibilities of 
sifting through the granularity of ever more minute details.23 For medievalists, that 
granularity could be in close reading words, to the strokes of a scribal letter. What 
critical discussions about the digital humanities seem to forget are the possibilities 
of examining and working with minute granularity—the practice of extreme close 
reading. Scholars have discussed granularity in e-literature, digital history, and dig-
ital media studies who have written about “scalable reading.”24 In whatever direc-
tion digital reading, composing, and writing take, in relation to the new ecology of 
digital reading, we must think of the interface as “a provocation.”25

Thus, the book of the future explodes with different arrays and angles of possi-
bility. It will include reading, writing, annotation, social media; image, sound, tactil-
ity; text process, text analytics; small and large data mining and data mapping; the 
abilities to search, link, visualize, reroute, reconfigure texts and textualities; index-
ing, displaying; close analysis of pixels and biological properties of vellum and paper 

This content downloaded from 
������������70.161.175.147 on Mon, 17 Apr 2023 02:13:30 UTC������������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



Building Pleasure and the Digital Archive [  235

and the distance reading of a thousand years of a word—all within a multimodal, 
multiplatform, intermedial, and remediated digital environment. Drucker writes,

Pages will be temporary configurations based on calls to repositories and data 
sets. We will “publish” our data trails as guidebooks for the experience of read-
ing, pointing to milestones and portals for in-depth exploration of stories, 
inventories, and the rich combination of cultural heritage and social life in a 
global world. The display will take advantage of the n-dimensional space of the 
screen in ways that combine multiple design visions.26

Within the book of the future, what we must understand is that visualization is and 
always will be an interpretive act. And the interface changes digital reading because 
of its dynamism by making the act of reading “a set of possibilities we encounter 
and from which we constitute the tissue of experience.”27 Digital reading will be 
located in an ever-changing ecosystem where reader and text will constitute multiple 
points of “intra-action.” In this way, our bodily senses are particularly heightened in 
learning to move through this digital reading ecology. Thus, what is most difficult 
to address is why the emphasis has been on only one sense—sight—over others in 
digital project-building environments. Why did the AEME decide to invest first in 
designing the visual signature of its project before anything else?

The Archive of Early Middle English

Bracketed by the Norman Conquest in the eleventh century and the decline of 
the English populace as a result of the Plague (1348–1450), the Early Middle Eng-
lish period is characterized by its multilingualism and its interaction with cultural 
developments from Ireland to the Middle East.28 In addition to four main literary 
languages (Latin, French, English, Welsh), Britain was also home to speakers and 
scholars of Greek, Hebrew, Irish, Old Norse, Arabic, and Dutch. This period also 
witnesses British crusaders’ establishment and loss of colonies in the Middle East, as 
well as the expulsion of the Jews from England. Literature of the period frequently 
reflects these cultural encounters among Christians, Jews, Muslims, and heretics. 
This is a literary world very different from standard views of medieval England; as 
new scholarship is revealing, this world was multilingual, culturally and racially 
diverse, intellectually and aesthetically experimental.

Philologists and historical linguists find the Early Middle English period fasci-
nating, for it arguably embraces the most systematic, extreme change in the English 
language in recorded history. The linguistic shift between 1100 and 1350 is, in many 
ways, far greater than that which separates Chaucer’s use of language from that of 
Shakespeare.29 In addition to internal developments during these centuries, multiple 
languages heavily influenced English, shaping not just its lexicon but its phonology, 
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morphology, and syntax. The record of dialectical variations increases exponen-
tially, and the unique multilingual and polyglot milieu of Britain makes this period 
and its materials of great potential interest for scholars working on the integration 
of cultures.30 However, many of the period’s manuscripts and texts either have not 
been edited or exist only in nineteenth-century editions. This makes a systematic, 
scientific study of data from these texts difficult and in some cases impossible.

In 2013, AEME was awarded an NEH Scholarly Editions and Translation grant 
in order to create the Archive of Early Middle English (AEME), which will be made 
freely available to scholars, students, and the public. Initially, we will produce an elec-
tronic edition of two Early Middle English manuscripts: Oxford, Bodleian Library 
Laud Misc. 108 and Oxford, Bodleian Library Junius 1. We also will begin sub-
stantive work on an edition of Oxford, Jesus College 29. Our new editions will 
contain not only electronic transcriptions but also encoded information on names, 
places, intertextual features, and philological, paleographical, and material features. 
All information and commentary will be searchable and easily adaptable to use in 
a variety of digital analytical forms. We also plan as part of the project to include 
translations.

Our proposed editions of Oxford, Bodleian Library Laud Misc. 108 and Oxford, 
Bodleian Library Junius 1 will contain the complete manuscript contents in a for-
mat that will easily accommodate the addition of new texts after the grant period 
ends. We have chosen these two manuscripts because their texts are fully available 
only in nineteenth-century editions and because they are also in high demand by 
both scholars and students. We believe that they are ideal test cases to fine-tune 
our editorial methods and publishing platform. Given the conceptual and technical 
challenges we are taking on for this project, we believe that beginning with manu-
scripts that have restricted numbers of identifiable individual texts is appropriate for 
achieving our project goals within the grant’s timeframe. At the grant period’s end, 
team members intend to continue editing Early Middle English texts to add to the 
larger archive, as well as to encourage submissions by other scholars.

Our project approaches the challenges of editing Early Middle English texts 
by treating them in their manuscript contexts as material cultural objects, rather 
than following earlier scholarship’s tendency to evaluate Early Middle English lit-
erature purely in terms of its aesthetic or linguistic value. Rather than invoking 
the nineteenth-century, Romantic ideal of the authorial/artistic genius, we plan to 
examine Early Middle English texts first and foremost through the lens of their 
manuscript witnesses, addressing their larger multilingual, multimedia, and multi-
temporal contexts. We can examine how multiple texts appearing together in single 
manuscripts operate in conversation with each other. By focusing on manuscript 
materiality, we also hope to use the digital platform to think through questions 
of manuscript mouvance—material variation that includes textual modification, 
language switches, revision, expansion, replacement, and reorganization—within 

This content downloaded from 
������������70.161.175.147 on Mon, 17 Apr 2023 02:13:30 UTC������������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



Building Pleasure and the Digital Archive [  237

a three-dimensional platform. Thus, for example, our archive could support the 
physical analysis of a holograph author’s penchant for gluing, cutting, and physically 
sewing in his revisions and changes. Likewise, since Early Middle English frequently 
appears in the same manuscript with non-English literature or literature from pre-
ceding and following periods, our focus on manuscript witnesses allows us to cre-
ate editions that can ultimately encompass texts not traditionally considered Early 
Middle English but that allow readers to explore ways in which these linguistically 
and/or chronologically diverse texts interact.

We define the corpus of Early Middle English as all texts occurring in manu-
scripts containing Early Middle English according to the criteria laid out in Mar-
garet Laing’s Catalogue of Sources for a Linguistic Atlas of Early Medieval English 
(roughly, those written down between 1066 and 1340, and a few later copies of pre-
1300 documentary material).31 In compiling our list of manuscripts, we use c. 1350 
as our end date, for this allows us to include a variety of linguistically Early Middle 
English material not included in Laing’s catalogue. By these criteria, the total corpus 
of Early Middle English consists of about 162 manuscripts. Since the archive will 
include multilingual manuscripts, it will ultimately not be restricted exclusively to 
Early Middle English language texts, and will thus support growing scholarly inter-
est in the French and Latin literature of England.32 However, we recognize that this 
decision may have the inadvertent effect of reinforcing the traditional marginalized 
status of Early Middle English. By defining our corpus using manuscripts contain-
ing Early Middle English, we intend to make Early Middle English the focus of the 
cultural nexus of medieval England, turning the traditional scholarly approach on 
its head by shifting the marginal into the center.

The Proposed Editions

In this phase of the project, our proposed editions of Oxford, Bodleian Library, Laud 
Misc. 108, Oxford, Bodleian Library, Junius 1, and Oxford, Jesus College 29 will 
contain the complete manuscript contents in a format that will easily accommodate 
the addition of new texts after the grant period ends. Namely, we will be using TEI-
XML encoding to encode the data themselves as a stable encoding language. TEI-
XML is the Text Encoding Initiative standard for Extensible Markup Language that 
is the code used to be machine-readable. The archive itself will have open-source 
code and will be archived in the Brown Digital Repository.

Laud Misc. 108, a late-thirteenth-century manuscript with entirely English 
contents, including the earliest version of the South English Legendary, and ver-
sions of Havelok the Dane, King Horn, will allow us to do whole-book editing on 
a manuscript filled entirely with Early Middle English texts. Junius 1, the unusual 
Ormulum manuscript, will model how to treat a holograph manuscript with 
three-dimensional textual revision and also postmedieval revisions. Jesus 29, a 
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multilingual anthology, will allow us to explore the editing of a multilingual codex 
containing Anglo-Norman French, Early Middle English, and Latin, as well as texts 
from different periods written on different media (paper and vellum).

The AEME has been envisioned as first an archive, a location—albeit a digital 
location—in which objects have been collected. What we are collecting is the 160+ 
manuscripts in the Early Middle English corpus. The standard for choosing each 
manuscript in this corpus is that it includes Early Middle English, whether this be 
the work of the entire manuscript or a marginal gloss. The whole manuscript is the 
item unit in our archive—in whatever language, media, or material state a manu-
script has or is in. However, the material unit of our archive—the manuscript—has 
also meant that we are participating in the history of the book in specific ways that 
need to also address the medieval/digital sensorium.

Medieval/Digital Sensorium and the Long History of the Book

In the narratives of the history of the book, numerous critics have pointed out that 
the history of print has become the hegemonic center of book history. So much 
so, in fact, that several medievalists have taken to task Robert Darnton’s definition 
of the history of the book as “the social and cultural history of communication by 
print.”33 Jessica Brantley pushes for a more capacious definition of the book: “the 
material support for inscribed language, a category that includes rolls, codices and 
even monumental inscription, both written by hand and printed by many different 
mechanisms, and also a wide variety of digital media.”34 And as Alison Walker points 
out in her article in Digital Humanities Quarterly, “The Boundless Book: A Con-
versation between the Pre-modern and Posthuman,” where exactly does that leave 
premodern and posthuman “mediated” textuality? Where does that leave medieval 
manuscripts and digital texts?35 Walker further argues that if one decenters print his-
tory in the narratives of the history of the book, what we then discern is that “read-
ing technologies from the pre- and postprint eras anticipate the same sort of reader 
and share similar experiences.”36

But strikingly, in our more recent discussion of electronic textuality, multisen-
sory reading practices have turned our gaze back to the medieval world of man-
uscript textuality. We now hear and touch in order to read in a digital medium, 
and hopefully this signals a “paradigm shift” happening in digital reading worlds 
that have migrated away from a “dominant ocularcentrist aesthetic to a haptic aes-
thetic rooted in embodied affectivity.”37 Medieval reading practices were not lin-
ear, often required vocality to read out loud or sing out loud, ideally required slow 
and repetitive rereading, were emotive, and involved sound, smell, touch, taste, 
visual, and even bodily calisthenics. Literally, from how the book is made—from 
the physical embodiment of vellum or parchment (sheep or cow skin) to the vis-
ible remains of hair and flesh side on these writing surfaces—skin is interface. As 
recent discussions of manuscript materiality and reading have discussed, touch and 
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the body were incredibly central to reading and interacting with a medieval man-
uscript. One constantly was reminded by the different interface textures between 
hair and flesh side of a folio as you turned the medieval page.38 Physical flesh is 
always present in sound, touch, sight, taste, and smell when one opens a medieval 
manuscript. Medieval reading invokes emotive, bodily, and multisensory read-
ing practices including touching, feeling, kissing, and licking manuscript parts 
and pages.39 Thus, medieval manuscripts inscribe a history of the senses and the 
reader’s/subject’s/users’ interaction with these fleshly interfaces. Medieval read-
ers have deposited their breath, finger dirt, saliva, and probably bits of their din-
ners on the vellum page.

The aesthetic beauty and pleasure in building DH projects may hide the inter-
pretive process, but “they are the persistent ghosts in the visual scheme.”40 But 
instead of hiding how visualization and visuality of the digital interface organize 
and interpret informational data, how exactly can we make room to highlight how 
visualization is an interpretative act? How do we allow room to make transparent 
the AEME’s choices in its visual design and footprint? If visuality always is perceived 
as a transparent model of information that helps hide precisely how “constructed” 
data themselves really are, how can projects escape this building trap? What Drucker 
advocates is ways to build projects and build visualization models that encourage, 
highlight, present, and play with ambiguity and uncertainty.41 By creating a marked 
space for ambiguity and uncertainty, Drucker argues that this allows digital zones 
to emphasize and lay bare the centrality of interpretation in the digital project’s 
constructedness.42

What will happen when we move beyond squareness, which has been the 
guiding shape and visual principal of textual media for over a millennium? What 
will shift when we move beyond just visual pleasures and consider how the other 
senses—taste, tactility, and sound—will change the terrain of reading? If the current 
book is “a momentary slice through a complex stream of many networked conver-
sations, versions, and fields of debate and reference across a wide variety of times 
and places,” and it is but a “temporary intervention in a living field of language, 
images, and ideas” in which “each instantiation re-codifies the image of a book as 
an icon—whether mythic or banal, a treasure or an ordinary object of daily use,” 
the future book already has taken these intersections and expanded, bent, reformed, 
and remediated this vision.43 But for the future book, it cannot just remain fixed 
on the form of the medieval codex. Instead it will push the boundaries of fluidity 
and navigating ever-shifting situated contexts connected to “the vast repositories 
of knowledge, images, interpretation, and interactive platforms.”44 The book of the 
future will be a multitudinous event/object: “an interface, a richly networked por-
tal, organized along lines of inquiry in which primary source materials, secondary 
interpretations, witnesses and evidence, are all available, incorporated, made acces-
sible for use.”45 It is then rhizomatic: with multiplicities at work, “with no beginning 
nor end” and always in media res.46
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As Drucker explains, “we are in the incunabula period of information design.”47 
New frames, new questions, new ways to imagine linked relationships, meandering 
paths through reading, reading communities are only surfacing. And she is right to 
posit that “we are learning to read and think and write along rays, arrays, subdivi-
sions, and patterns of thought.”48 For literary scholars and for readers/subjects​/users 
of DH projects, digital textual data, digital editions, digital writing, and digital rhet-
oric, digital reading should mean that interpretative acts will be made visible and 
material and a flexible space of ambiguity will allow for multivocal and rhizomatic 
writing futures.

The Allure of Visual Aesthetics

So how does this all practically play out in DH project building? Graphesis and the 
visualization of data constitute the lion-share of DH tool building. If one does a 
search on the Dirt: Digital Research Tools, under “visual,” you will come up with 
pages and pages of hits for possible tools to help you visualize data.49 However, if you 
put in any other sensorial possibility—sound, touch, tactility, smell, taste—either 
nothing will come up or you will actually find items like “visualizing sound.”50 Yet, 
these are the tools available to most digital projects to do “something” with their 
coded data. I believe we can prod the ubiquity of graphesis as a default and hege-
monic mode of thought which has thus led to a preponderance of such tools/modes 
in a discipline that often states it is about analysis. However, I do think there has 
been some small movement to break away and critique this default analytical set-
ting. Recently, there have been a number of projects that have considered how to 
sonify data; nonetheless, the number of visualization options vastly outnumbers 
these sonifying options.51

Thus, the path always drives us to make pretty maps, as we see in the case of 
Sexy Codicology’s manuscript maps; and in Angela Bennett’s visualization of Piers 
Plowman manuscripts; and even the nodelxl map of #medievaltwitter networked 
range during the International Medieval Congress at Western Michigan University 
in 2014.52

Adam Foster, in a recent INKE (Implementing New Knowledge Environments) 
post titled “The Political Aesthetics of Digital Humanities Environments,” exhorts 
the Digital Humanities to “be [more] attuned to the political message of scholar-
ship the new knowledge environments crafted will boast, and consider if they do 
indeed change the inherent politics of scholarship.”53 He further speculates that in 
order to unpack the politics of a digital learning environment, we must ultimately 
address aesthetics.

This heavy reliance on the visual is particularly prevalent in DH projects; yet, 
the politics of aesthetics are rarely addressed. As Heather Froehlich commented at 
a historical corpus linguistic talk in Helsinki for Varieng in 2014,
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Corpus linguistics is a very text-oriented approach to language data, with much 
interest in curation, collection, annotation, and analysis—all things of much con-
cern to digital humanists. If corpus linguistics is primarily concerned with text, 
digital humanities can be argued to be primarily concerned about images: how 
to visualize textual information in a way that helps the user understand and 
interact with large data sets.54

Froehlich finishes her talk by asking a provocative question: “If digital humanities 
currently serves mostly to supplement knowledge, rather than create knowledge, 
we need to start thinking forward to ask ‘What else can we do with this data we’ve 
been curating?’ ”55 She finishes by pointing out that “digital tools and techniques 
are question-making machines, not answer-providing packages.” I would like to 
push this even further with these excellent points and ask, how does creating data 
become opportunities for question-making? How can we think about knowledge 
building in ethical, balanced, and critical ways that make DH projects beyond ave-
nues to supplementary knowledge?

Is visualizing data (the DH bells and whistles), the awe-inspiring beauty of visu-
alizations, then the ornament of a digital project? As an avenue of supplementing 
knowledge, are visualizations a form of digital ornament? In discussions of digital 
archive preservation, scholars, librarians, and computer programmers have already 
separated what is primary and what is supplemental knowledge. What is essential 
to preserve is not the visualization tools but the data in a stable code. The visualiza-
tion coding and software applications become part of the functionality of the portal 
or interface, but they are not the priority when thinking about long-term preserva-
tion benchmarks. I believe that in order to address visual aesthetics, we must turn 
to the critical discussions in art history.

Art History, Visuality, and Pleasure

It is from art history, rather than cinema studies, that I wish to frame out discus-
sions of visualization, visual pleasure, and digital environments. In particular, the 
work of David Brett and his book Rethinking Decoration: Pleasure and Ideology 
in the Visual Arts help reframe ideas of “decoration and ornament” as “a family of 
practices devoted mainly to visual pleasure; and treat this pleasure as a family of val-
ues, which includes social recognition, perceptual satisfaction, psychological reward 
and erotic delight (amongst others, all overlapping one another).”56 He remarks that 
these are public values because they are in plain view and that further they show 
individual experience.

His work in theorizing decoration and ornament looks at Pierre Bourdieu’s 
schemata of perception with a little nod to Kant, but relies heavily on John Dew-
ey’s “naturalistic account of experience as a relationship between an organism 
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and its situation—an account which does away with subject/object dichotomies 
in favour of an interactive model of perception and meaning.”57 Thus, Brett’s argu-
ments about reframing visual pleasure in relation to decoration and ornament are 
precisely centered on an individual’s “experience” with the natural, visual, decora-
tive world. In this way, his theoretical points fit well into the immersive, interactive, 
yet highly visual worlds of DH projects because visual pleasure is about centering 
the individual experience and point of view.

I now wish to turn to the AEME to consider how this medieval DH project 
remediates medieval manuscript textuality into digital textuality and what that 
world looks like for the history of the book, for multimodal reading, for the post-
colonial archive stories of the building of this medieval manuscript archive, and 
finally, what the theoretical implications are of building this world. What does the 
AEME’s choices in digital database design say about decolonial, feminist material, 
and multivocal archive building? What is the AEME’s archive story, and how is it 
figured as an embodied archive?

The State of Early Middle English Studies

When linguistic and literary scholars have described the Early Middle English 
period (roughly ca. 1100–1350), their collective evaluations have labeled it “one of 
the dullest and least accessible intervals in standard literary history, an incoherent, 
intractable, impenetrable dark age scarcely redeemed by a handful of highlights.”58 
J. A. Bennett and G. V. Smithers, embarking on an edition of extracts of Early Mid-
dle English literature in 1966, found little to challenge “the traditional view that the 
reigns of William [the Conqueror] and his sons mark an hiatus in our literature 
and the widespread literary use of the vernacular that is such a distinctive feature of 
Anglo-Saxon culture.”59 Even scholars who recognize shifting aesthetic standards 
nonetheless dismiss Early Middle English literature on the basis of principles laid 
down in the nineteenth century, when much of this material was first (and often 
last) edited. Thus, Early Middle English is imagined as a literary wasteland in which 
“the débris of an old literature is mixed in with the imperfectly processed materi-
als of a new.”60 Even when scholars try to depart from these paradigms, there is a 
tendency, as Christopher Cannon observes, to view Early Middle English texts in 
terms of a “profound isolation from immediate vernacular models and examples, 
from any local precedent for the business of writing English.”61 For Hahn, the period 
has a reputation for “aridity and remoteness,” and for Cannon, the consequence is 
“literary history’s general sense that there is nothing there, since the lack of continu-
ous tradition has so generally (and subtly) been equated with a lack of literature.”62 
But the Early Middle English period was in fact a time of intense linguistic change, 
literary experimentation, and textual production that juggled regional specificities, 
genres in process, and multilingual interactions with verve.
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From an explanation of Early Middle English, one can see how disruptive and 
difficult to pin down the period and its manuscripts/texts are. Even if one just takes 
a quick sample look at the manuscripts, you can see their vast range and often illeg-
ibility. If one examines samples only from the first three manuscripts the AEME 
will edit—Oxford, Bodleian Library MS Misc. Laud 108; Oxford Bodleian Library, 
MS Junius 1 also known as the Ormulum; and Oxford, Jesus College MS 29—you 
see the lack of uniformity. If you add the page containing a fragment of the early 
Middle English lyric Worldes Blisce, only preserved on a scrap of vellum slotted in 
sideways at the end of Cambridge, Corpus Christi Library MS 8, the interface mise-
en-système of this manuscript’s archives are multiple.63

The contours and shape of the archive and the corpus are difficult to narrate. 
Early Middle English is zone betwixt and between, a literary eruption, an episte-
mological disruption of linear narratives of literary history, manuscript produc-
tion, and stories of continuity. In the 162-manuscript corpus, a little over fifteen 
items are entirely in Early Middle English. The rest are in multilingual compila-
tions. In addition, the most popular Middle English text from the period was the 
product of female anchoritic patronage rather than a monastic milieu or a royal 
court. The period has no masculine epic like Beowulf or the Nowell Codex for 
the Anglo-Saxon period, no visual splendor, no court poet like Chaucer or Gower. 
Instead, we have plucked the image of Laȝamon’s decorated initial, based on visual 
cues of Jerome in Jerome Bibles, as writer/as coder but primarily because there were 
so few visual fields available in our corpus. So the question is, how does a team, 
mostly of women, rethink a digital archive of disruptive objects?

The importance of the visual point of view as I have discussed with Brett and 
art history is also the underlying framework that is building the spine of our archive. 
Our encoding documents reveal that we are primarily focused on our XML encod-
ing schema. This choice that we have made to focus on XML is about sustainability in 
code, practicalities of work flow, but also I would argue a theoretical choice. Recently 
several projects have begun to use Resource Description Framework (RDF) as the 
base building block of their projects. But the best way to explain the different forms 
of data modeling and how they will have an effect on the constructedness of the 
data themselves requires a description of data model choices.

Data Models and the Semantic Web

The best quick and easy explanation with graphs on data storage models for the 
semantic web is available from Linked Data Tools.64 In this modeling of data, what 
one has to understand is how information (and in the case of literary and historical 
databases this is usually a textual set of data) in data modules is organized. There 
are currently three different kinds of data schemes that can be easily explained by 
a visual diagram.
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First is the relational database that usually is built with programs like MySQL 
and MS SQL.65 MySQL is the one of the most popular open-source relational data-
base management systems (RBDSM). It underwrites sites including WordPress, 
Facebook, and Twitter. It is a model of data organization that thinks through rela-
tions and links. Thus, it thinks about data units and their organization through a 
relational model, a network.

The second data model is a hierarchical one using TEI-XML (Text Encoding 
Initiative–Extensible Markup Language). This data model is usually the one used 
most for DH edition projects because the hierarchical model allows for a tiered data 
organization structure that accounts for the organization of books—the book, the 
author, the chapters, the sentence or line, and so on. This organization, of course, 
is about the layout and format, the mise-en-page of the codex that was developed 
in the Middle Ages. In TEI-XML, you can organize a data informational structure 
that has a very schematized guideline. It is easy to identify textual units including 
chapters, sections, and lines.

The third data model is RDF. This model is an arbitrary object relations model; 
in other words, there is no schematized structure or relation networked connection. 
Instead, it works more like a blank sandbox in which you place the various digital 
objects in arbitrary relations. The usefulness of this model is about digital objects—
like manuscript pages—in which you can do mock-ups that are as close to the original 
as possible. In other words, as the example from Stanford’s Shared Canvas demon-
strates, it is as near to surrogacy to the original data space as possible.66 It also allows 
for different kinds of organizations. For instance, TEI-XML works best when items 
have lines, but what do you do with handwritten manuscripts in which handwritten 
marginalia, drawings, charts, doodles, and other nontextual material are presented 
all over a manuscript page? Because of its canvas/sandbox frame, RDF models allow 
the possibility of making units of code in relation to marked-out zones or areas.

I am walking through the schematics of this because it brings up the question of 
what data models for a digital edition and eventually an archive will mean in terms 
of how readers of the editions and archive understand the interpretive architecture 
already built into the digital item that the reader or participant will be working, play-
ing, and reading. And a discussion of the database choices also explains visual plea-
sure, as explained in David Brett’s Rethinking Decoration, in which visual pleasure 
is precisely about an individual’s experience with his or her environment.

Data Layers and Archival Points of View

“Experience, though noon auctoritee / Were in this world, is right ynogh for 
me” (Chaucer, Wife of Bath’s Prologue, 1–2).67

The AEME Guidelines specify that manuscripts in the archive will be composed 
of at least four layers of representation to support user interaction and workflow: 
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image, facsimile transcription, diplomatic (uncorrected) transcription, and critical 
transcription.68 If one or more of these are unavailable, they can be supplied with 
place fillers. This basic structure allows for further layers of representation to be 
added, such as a translation. Image metadata and transcription texts will be search-
able. We describe each of these features in greater detail below.

	 1.	 Image: Access to manuscript digital facsimiles containing Early Middle 
English texts. AEME-held images will initially be photographed as 24-bit 
600 dpi max TIFF files. These will be converted to lower-resolution JPG200 
files for service on the AEME platform. Images integrated through LOD 
may vary in format and quality, but the platform will be able load the most 
common formats.

	 2.	 Facsimile Transcription: An encoded mock-up of page elements that can 
then stand in for missing images (such as when part of a manuscript has not 
been digitized) and which can further serve to categorize page elements into 
searchable objects for comparative analysis.

	 3.	 Diplomatic Transcription: A more or less literal transcription of the text 
for readers interested in the scribal representation of the text. Coded in 
TEI-XML following AEME markup guidelines.

	 4.	 Critical Transcription: A transcription of the text including various types of 
editorial intervention, including modernized punctuation and capitaliza-
tion, editorial corrections and notes, and contextual information (glossary 
references, geolocation tags, etc.). It is anticipated that the critical layer 
will be suitable for student readers. Coded in TEI-XML following AEME 
markup guidelines.

	 5.	 Translation: The AEME platform will accept translations of texts, which will 
be displayable in the same way as diplomatic and critical transcriptions.

	 6.	 General Search and discovery of digital images and texts.

With the exception of the facsimile layer, we are primarily coding in TEI-XML. 
However, there are examples of projects that have begun using RDF as the primary 
editing space. For example, the Shared Canvas project out of Stanford University 
is creating an RDF editing platform. It has done a mock-up—if you look at slide 
53 in this slide-share you can see their mock-up of Worldes Blisce from the Parker 
Library CCCC MS 8.69 What they are demonstrating is that they can overlay the 
coding for the edition on top of the manuscript like a palimpsest and then encode 
an audio file so that the lines can be sung when one clicks the edited line. They 
use RDF as their main building framework. AEME has decided to work with TEI-
XML for everything but the facsimile layer, which is in fact a layer that fits this par-
ticular data model.

We have made a choice to privilege experience over ideas of “objective” data; we 
have prioritized visual pleasure. RDF splits information into grid units (or zones) 
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on a screen, and each square unit of data in the grid is moved and read in this way. 
Thus, I would argue that RDF is actually the digital heir of Dürer’s grid in which 
objects are broken up into individual grid units in order to produce visual perspec-
tive.70 This visual perspective gives the artist the God’s eye view of the world. And as 
the famous image of Dürer’s grid reveals, what gets broken up are not just landscape 
images and objects but also people, especially women. As art history has discussed, 
perspective can often be violent to these objects, and it is often women objectified 
behind the grid.71

AEME has discussed RDF, but we have chosen to go with TEI-XML because 
it allows us to see the narrative of individual editors. We have prioritized the expe-
rience and interaction with the material from the point of view of each reader. We 
have privileged individual archive stories, rather than imagining the possibility of 
algorithmic objectivity in building the spine of the archive. We have decentered 
the archive, flattened subject/object relationships, allowed for a multiplicity of views; 
we have built in room for the individual editor/editor who currently and in the 
future will work and play in our archive location.72 We have attempted the actual dig-
ital building praxis of a decolonized and feminist archives manifesto. In my mind, it 
is the difference between RDF as the genealogical child of Dürer’s perspective grid 
versus the narrative choices of individual interaction. We have chosen the path of 
the Wife of Bath; we have taken “experience” over algorithmic authority.

You can see this working even on a micro level with our decisions. For example, 
in an early discussion about editorial frameworks, Scott Kleinman (co-director) sent 
a question out to the group to discuss:

Verse-initial letters (often highlighted by shadow gaps, rubrication, and the 
like) can be difficult to identify as capital or lower case. I have drafted the fol-
lowing suggestion for handling this phenomenon in the Guidelines:

Verse-initial letters should always be capitalised inside <reg> tags (i.e. the 
critical representation). The representation in the diplomatic layer can be prob-
lematic because it is often difficult to distinguish capitals from non-capitals in 
this position. AEME leaves it up to the editor’s discretion to decide ambiguous 
cases. Future versions of these Guidelines will list some best practices to aid in 
decision-making. A useful tool would be a list of suspect letters.

Please comment on this guideline. Does it seem adequate to you? Can 
we begin compiling a list of letters that should be called to the transcriber’s 
attention?73

As this micro-discussion point shows, we have at every turn privileged individual 
interaction with the manuscript and data as the final say in our decisions. The last 
email round was about capital letters in a manuscript and how we have indetermi-
nancy problems and what we may want to do about that. We came up with the suspect 

This content downloaded from 
������������70.161.175.147 on Mon, 17 Apr 2023 02:13:30 UTC������������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



Building Pleasure and the Digital Archive [  247

letter list and then the narrative discretion of each editor. The Archive of Early Middle 
English then is focused on how archival manuscript bodies interact with editorial 
bodies. We are in essence capturing the experience of editors with the physical and 
the digital manuscripts and how this interaction happens. We are recording their 
aesthetic and visual pleasure. My last point about Shared Canvas’s publishing pos-
sibilities also brings up the question of how to get away from privileging the visual 
in DH projects. Where is the space where we can interrogate these issues? I believe 
this will really come from Disability Studies in Digital Humanities building. And 
this shift to Disability Studies is where the AEME will develop into more robustly 
capturing the process and experience of its editorial/user/player bodies.

Disability Studies

In current disability studies, the term used to discuss designing web environments 
with disability issues in mind is “universal design.” Adeline Koh wrote about her 
experience at the Accessible Future Workshop in Austin 2014 and critiqued numer-
ous issues with the idea of universal design.74 But it is the Twitter conversation on 
the hashtag that brings up the most resonant issues in relation to making visible the 
agendas of our digital projects and the issues of the senses in digital project building. 
She explained on Twitter her discomfort with imagining “universal” accessibility as 
a default to be the priority benchmark. She explained through the lens of postcolo-
nial theory and criticism whether “universal” should be desired by all when, in fact, 
postcolonial writers often resist writing in “accessible” colonial languages as a form 
of resistance. She explained that “the drive towards universal and ultimate acces-
sibility for everyone and everything, seen in this light has parallels with a colonial 
impulse to observe, survey, control, force open.”75

Universal design becomes too close to the ideas of one-size-fits-all in Enlight-
enment political liberalism. It also references current critical race discussions about 
how postracial ideas of the “universal” erase difference. The term “design” itself 
already problematizes this because it values visual aesthetics, and even the term 
“architecture” has connotations and agendas centered on the 1 percent, and on mas-
culine visuality and the gaze.76 In my interactions with the Twitter discussion, I 
pointed out that the goal of disability studies should be to disrupt the very idea of 
“accommodation” in order to reconceptualize how building computer programs or 
actual buildings should be disrupted and rethought from the disability studies angle. 
We should stop thinking only as ableist+accommodations, but rather from disabil-
ity studies’ point of view to rethink the critical possibilities. What if the mainstream 
angle was the angle of disability studies? In digital humanities work for instance, clas-
sic textual data modeling is a simple wordle (http://www.wordle.net) word cloud with 
colors and shapes. Why can’t the norm of textual data analysis be a sound cloud or 
a textural cloud that allows you to print a 3-D model to touch?
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These are questions I have asked Rick Godden and Jonathan Hsy as I edited the 
revision of their article “Universal Design and Its Discontents” for Disrupting the 
Digital Humanities. In particular, Rick Godden explains:

As an entry point to my reflections on Universal Design, I want to first 
think about some of the ways that Digital Humanities (DH), Disability Stud-
ies (DS), and Universal Design (UD) productively converge using recent dis-
cussions about the physical act of hand-written notes as an opening example. 
This is not unusual in a bid to consider the necessity of UD; however, I also 
want to use this example in order to begin to disorient some of our understand-
ings of UD. Although UD arose out of a real social and political response to the 
disabling aspects of everyday life for People with Disabilities, I want to suggest 
that the “Universal” in UD can carry with it some unintended and unexpected 
assumptions about normalcy and our physical orientation to the world. . . . But 
what they are also doing, whether intended or not, is participating in “com-
pulsory able-bodiedness,” where “normal,” “best,” and “able-bodied” ultimately 
occupy the same subject position.77

I am interested in how to disorient digital humanities and DH projects. How does 
a multiplicity of views through the experience of a multiplicity of different bodies 
help rethink the future of the AEME? As I said in my comments, architecture is too 
burdened with art in the hands of the elite; instead, I prefer to consider the process 
of intelligent, critical building. And in the discussion on Twitter, I reply to several 
of the conference participants and ask if we can’t begin to go beyond “accommoda-
tions.” Instead, we should center the point of view of disability studies as the vision of 
the digital humanities project. From disability studies scholarship, I believe we can 
begin to think through issues of tactility, sound, and other sensory perceptions that 
will help us rethink our digital tools and our digital agendas. For instance, why use 
word clouds only, or even sound visualized clouds? Why aren’t there more options 
to allow us to analyze poetic data orally by the loudness of various repeated words? 
Medieval manuscripts are media devices that record multimedia and multimodal 
experiences. They are visually laid out, but the reader and user is asked to bring the 
data to life, to make them sing, dance, move. In fact, the world of medieval manu-
scripts is an early vision of a functioning mise-en-système.

It is through the angle of disabilities studies that we can decenter the focus on 
visuality that has been central to the digital humanities, to move away from “ocu-
larcentrism.” Instead, the critical possibilities may include a move away from the 
classic textual data modeling as a simple wordle word cloud w/colors and shapes. 
Instead, we may be able to begin imagining the norm of data analysis through a 
sound cloud or a texture cloud that allows you to print a 3-D model to touch. This 
possibility of different data analytics has only just begun to surface. For example, 
a recent blog post discusses a class that has taken a tactile path in data analytics 
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in collaboration with art practice, literary studies, and DH.78 This beautiful and 
jagged blazon sculpture highlights where other data analysis vis-à-vis the other 
senses may go, but I believe further critical discussions especially in relation to 
critical disability studies will help form critical discussions about these models. 
Thus, an individual’s polyvocal, multibodied pleasure becomes the entry point to 
navigate an ecosystem.

Skyscraper versus Snake

So if the Archive of Early Middle English is a repository of individual editorial expe-
riences interacting with the digital and physical materiality of objects, then what is 
our final goal? Our goals are decidedly rhizomatic—here, I am specifically refer-
ring to Deleuze and Guattari’s theory of “multiple, non-hierarchical entry and exit 
points of data representation and interpretation” that Adeline Koh and Roopika 
Risam have pointed out as the possibility of digital archives—for a number of rea-
sons. Wide use and access are the AEME’s goal. But so is wide building from what I 
would describe as the project’s eventual stable skeleton. I have argued about this dif-
ference in building a digital project with other digital humanists in the past. AEME 
does not want to architecturally design a skyscraper that requires years of digging 
out the basement and substructure of a digital project only to find out that years 
after building, the technology and materials have changed and the skyscraper will 
not be able to stand without major changes. In this way, much of early DH project 
focused on monumental architectural designs that took years and never quite fin-
ished what they wanted before technology, money, and general sustainability made 
their DH skyscrapers half-finished ruins on the digital landscape.

AEME’s main goal is to create a stable yet flexible manuscript skeleton mostly 
built by TEI-XML to allow for future users and builders to graft, “enflesh” on layers 
to our stable frame whatever world they wish to create, interconnect, recreate, form, 
deform. So instead of a skyscraper, I imagine the Archive of Early Middle English 
and its archival building goals as more akin to the flexible spine of a snake. We wish 
to build a digital portal that fulfills the possibilities of interface “in-betweeness” 
where speaker and spoken are created. We want to create a mise-en-système that 
critically remediates the mise-en-système/mise-en-page of medieval manuscripts, 
their somatic reading practices, their worlds. We want to create an ecology that can 
be a provocative catalyst for cascades of intra-action between participant, text, com-
munity, image, sound, and so on. Whether they be students creating narrative bit-
strips with our translated Havelok the Dane or historical linguistics adding layers 
of linguistic markup, or musicologists visualizing the notation models in the early 
Middle English corpus, the builders of AEME would like all of this to happen and 
the archive to change and be added to, used, and played with in these different ways. 
In this way, the AEME will never be a “finished” product, but a system always in 
flux. It will be, as the “TwitterEthics Manifesto” discussed, always in process. In the 
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end, the archive’s goal is access and use to the widest range of people so they can 
create a multiplicity of experiences in the database.

Archive Stories

I would like to end by relating AEME’s archive story. If AEME is an archive of 
objects and to create this archive is to essentially create a visual, multimedia narra-
tive of Early Middle English, what is that story? In Antoinette Burton’s edited col-
lection Archive Stories: Facts, Fiction, and The Writing of History, she writes that 
the underlying issue at stake in the volume is that the claims to “objectivity asso-
ciated with the traditional archive pose a challenge which must be met in part by 
telling stories about its provenance, its histories, its effect on its users, and above 
all, its power to shape all the narratives which are to be ‘found’ there.”79 In this way, 
they claim they are constructing “self-conscious ethnographies of one of the chief 
investigative foundations of History as a discipline.”80 They emphasize the critical 
importance of these “archive stories,” these ethnographies that explain everything 
about how an archive was created, used, and experienced, in order to highlight that 
“all archives are ‘figured.’ ”81 What Burton means by this is not just self-conscious 
creation but that archives “all have dynamic relationships, not just to the past and 
the present, but to the fate of regimes, the physical environment, the serendipity of 
bureaucrats, and the care and neglect of archivists.”82

As for the archive’s appeal, so much of it is centered on sensory experiences and 
the romance of history they invoke, whether they be the actual dust one breathes 
as Caroline Steedman writes, or the habitus, the experience of the archive itself—
the silence, the tension, the smell, the feel of the archival matter/material as Arlette 
Farge writes in her classic The Appeal of the Archive.83 Farge writes herself about 
the experience of the historian/archivist as waiting for that moment when “the sheer 
pleasure of being astonished by the beauty of the texts and the overabundance of life 
brimming in so many ordinary lives” grabs hold of the archivist. And the archive 
itself is governed by emotion: “To feel the allure of the archive is to seek to extract 
additional meaning from the fragmented phrases found there. Emotion is another 
tool with which to split the rock of the past, of silence.”84 In this way, the appeal and 
often the drive of the archive are a single-minded sensorial drive toward pleasure 
through vision, touch, smell, and sound. In this way, the physical and digital archives 
are mimetic in their drive for sensory pleasure. However, they diverge in their pos-
sibilities for access and viewpoint. One is built to exclude and be about power; the 
other has the potential to be multiple and disrupt hierarchical power structures.

However, this romance is helped by the archive’s inaccessibility. Archives, in 
the words of Michel Foucault, were “documents of exclusion” and “monuments to 
particular configurations of power.”85 And the archive itself is both potentially a 
“mundane workplace and a panopticon of intense surveillance.”86 It is from postco-
lonial studies where we have seen the archive used politically and socially and often 
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becoming a “technology of imperial power, conquest, and hegemony.”87 Archival 
making, revision, and erasures are not neutral, objective acts, but rather usually criti-
cal, rhetorical, and shaped by nationalist, political, and social agendas. Burton asks 
how the personal encounters and experience of archive uses matter in constructing 
archival histories. How in fact do gender, race, ability, religion, and sexuality and 
the negotiations between archival objects and archival users and the power dynam-
ics therein play out?

These questions, in many ways, may be a bit surprising to some because we are 
discussing primarily the building of the Archive of Early Middle English. How can 
an archival build of 162 medieval manuscript objects with items of early Middle 
English text be considered politicized, socially charged, or even shaped by postco-
lonial and national discourses? Yet, the archive we are discussing shapes the story 
of a historical colonial power, and it is this archival build that is being funded by 
the National Endowment for the Humanities, an arm of the U.S. government. The 
archive’s time period, 1100–1350, is historically a moment after the Norman Con-
quest, a temporal eruption of colonialism and conquest. In addition, the project 
directors and editorial team are made almost entirely of women, several with 
intersectional identities related to race, sexual orientation, and religion. In many 
ways, our archival stories inform our individual archival experiences that we are 
telegraphing into this digital archive.

There are reasons to make archival labor—usually hidden from view—clear 
and apparent. Consider one of the main sources of concomitant scholarly digital big 
data utopia and critical angst: Google Books and its mass digitization project. It has 
only been recently that any considerations about mass digitization have addressed 
the issue of the gendered and often racialized labor that has powered this project. 
In Shawn Wen’s recent article, “The Ladies Vanish,” she discusses the invisible, sepa-
rated, and underpaid labor happening in Silicon Valley and specifically on the Google 
campus.88 She writes about the army of invisible, segregated, usually female and either 
Latina or Black labor that arrives in the middle of the night (4 a.m.) and leaves in the 
afternoon (2 p.m.). They are separate and not equal to the rest of the computer engi-
neers and daily staff at Google. They do not mingle; they are never seen but hide in 
a different building or on separate floors. These are the women who do the pains-
takingly detailed work of digitizing the world’s knowledge also known as Google 
Books and the Google Books Library Project. They are Google’s army of “mechani-
cal turkers,” so named after the eighteenth-century automaton robot, a chess player 
automaton unveiled in 1770 in Austria that had a human inside of the machine 
working its parts. As Wen writes,

Of course books don’t digitize themselves. Human hands have to individually 
scan the books, to open the covers and flip the pages. But when Google pro-
motes its project—a database of “millions of books from libraries and publish-
ers worldwide”—they put the technology, the search function and the expansive 
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virtual library in the forefront. The laborers are erased from the narrative, even 
as we experience their work firsthand when we look at Google Books.89

The vision of a worldwide, accessible, digitally available library of scanned books 
rarely gets the same attention as the realities of gendered, racialized, and the under-
paid labor that produce these products “magically” for the world. In arguably the 
biggest Big Data project for the history of the book, the material bodies of these 
“turkers” are rarely examined in relation to the digital paper bodies they scan and 
digitally release to the world. They are part of the invisible digital laborers that Lisa 
Nakamura discusses in “Economies of Digital Production in East Asia: iPhone 
Girls and the Transnational Circuits of Cool” who power our digital lives.90 Our 
digital archive futures are being built on the backs of the invisible labor of women 
of color around the world or in this case in Silicon Valley itself. Yet, these unknown, 
unseen, and uncredited women are the ones perfecting this big data future of the 
world’s library. As Shawn Wen explains, “Relying on data from mechanical turkers, 
computers have dramatically improved in recent years at facial recognition, trans-
lation, and transcription. These were tasks previously thought to be impossible for 
computers to complete accurately. Which means that mechanical turkers (mostly 
women) teach computers to do what engineers (mostly men) cannot on their own 
program computers to do.”91 These are the women perfecting the algorithmic per-
fection of optical character recognition (OCR), the process driving the continued 
improvement in the search accuracies of Google Books.

The Archive of Early Middle English is a DH project that in evaluating the 
critical stakes of its own work will and must address the archive stories of the labor 
behind it. Our signatures, our digital paper trails of work, our streams of online 
discussion on ASANA, GitHub, and listservs are parts of the project’s archive that 
are being preserved in the files of our archival creation. How ironic would it be for 
a digital archive—whose main influential and popular text was fueled by the drive 
of female readers (i.e., Ancrene Wisse) and where so many other manuscripts have 
had scholarly questions about the possibilities of female scribes and “authors” (i.e., 
Katherine Group and The Owl and the Nightingale) that have left no visible mark 
of gendered ownership, authority, or labor—vanish its own digital editors, graphic 
artists, and builders? The mostly women behind the Archive of Early Middle English 
are the physical bodies driving the machine, but we plan to speak, to write, to sign 
our work, and to leave our records to explain how we have “figured” in this digital 
archive in progress. Our bodies matter to the imprint we leave on our digital archive.

I would like to begin this process by telling my own archive story. My archive 
story must include the fact that as an Asian woman continuously traveling to Britain 
to visit these archives, I have acquired a number of library cards from the Bodleian, 
Cambridge, Lambeth Palace, British Library, and so on. Yet, my passport’s steady 
entrance into Britain and undoubtedly my “suspect” racialized body, not to men-
tion my markedly Californian accent, have regularly made me a suspicious body at 
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Customs in Heathrow. “Why,” they ask “are you coming to Britain?” I say “for busi-
ness.” “What kind of business?” they ask. I reply, “To do research in the manuscript 
archives.” The interrogation goes on usually until I begin pulling out the sheer num-
ber of specialized library cards in my wallet. This archive story speaks acutely to the 
power dynamics, the odd-accented postcoloniality, the negotiations at play in work-
ing and now building the Archive of Early Middle English.

The Archive Story of Early Middle English

I would like to end by addressing that final question: what is the story of Early Mid-
dle English? Because of the indeterminate, varied, disparate, and in-flux status of the 
manuscripts in the corpus, because the Early Middle English period is an epoch of 
intense change and also what I would call a moment of mass experimentation, the 
archive story of Early Middle English is one of intra-action. I believe it is the story 
of indeterminancy, of slippery desire, of frustrated pleasures. It is the story of experi-
mental multilingualism; experimental genre forms; the emergence of the lyric, the 
romance, history, debate, sermon, prose guidebook, and first drama in Middle 
English. This, then, is what the story of Early Middle English is: it is local, contin-
gent, unformed, still forming, difficult to categorize, difficult to create clear-cut 
distinctions between causality, agency, space, time, matter, discourse, responsibil-
ity, and accountability. But by creating an archive, by editors who are recording 
their experience with the archive, we are precisely enacting “an agential cut” that 
allows us to define the archive as forever in progress, forever local and dialectal, 
always indeterminate.
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&​headline=PHN0cm9uZz5bIkNhbWJyaWRnZSwgQ29ycHVzIENocmlzdGkgQ29sbG
VnZSwg%0AUGFya2VyIExpYnJhcnksIENDQ0MgTVMgOCJdPC9zdHJvb​mc%2BPGJy​
IC8%2BWyJW%0AZWxsdW0iXSwgWyIxNi45IHggMTEuNSJdLCBbInhpdiBlYXJseSJd​
PGJyIC8%2B%0AWyJWaW5jZW50IG9mIEJlYXV2YWlzIE9QLCBTcGVjdWx1bSBoa​
XN0b3JpYWxl%0ALCBib29rcyAxLTE0Il0%3D%0A&height=9153&image​=008_i_R_TC​
_46&ms=8&sequence_num=543&total_sequence​_num=548&width=5922 (accessed 19 
February 2018).
	 64.	“Tutorial 1.”
	 65.	MySQL.
	 66.	Sanderson and Albritton, “Shared Canvas Data Model 1.0.”
	 67.	Chaucer, “Wife of Bath’s Prologue,” 105.
	 68.	One can see this currently discussed in the editorial guidelines: “AEME Guidelines.”
	 69.	Sanderson and Albritton, “Introduction to SharedCanvas.”
	 70.	“Albrecht Durer.”
	 71.	Berger, Ways of Seeing.
	 72.	Kim and Kim, “#TwitterEthics Manifesto.”
	 73.	Scott Kleinman email to AEME listserv February 24, 2014.
	 74.	She wrote an article about it for ProfHacker: Koh, “Accessible Future Workshop.”
	 75.	Koh, Twitter posts, March 1, 2014, 2:06 pm, https://twitter.com/adelinekoh/status​
/439884301622968320, https://twitter.com/adelinekoh/status/439884428064456704, and 
https://twitter.com/adelinekoh/status/439884654628188161.
	 76.	Betsky, Building Sex.
	 77.	Godden and Hsy, “Universal Design.”
	 78.	See Sperrazza, “Feeling Violation.”
	 79.	Burton, Archive Stories, 6.
	 80.	Burton, Archive Stories, 6.
	 81.	Burton, Archive Stories, 6.
	 82.	Burton, Archive Stories, 6.
	 83.	See Steedman, Archive and Cultural History; and Farge, Allure of the Archives.
	 84.	Farge, Allure of the Archives, 32.
	 85.	Hamilton, Harris, Taylor, Pickover, Reid, and Saleh, Refiguring the Archive, 7.
	 86.	Foucault, Archaeology of Knowledge.
	 87.	Burton, Archive Stories, 6.
	 88.	Wen, “Ladies Vanish.”
	 89.	Shawn, “The Ladies Vanish.”
	 90.	Nakamura, “Economies of Digital Production.”
	 91.	Wen, “Ladies Vanish.”
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EVERYBODY’S GOT A LITTLE LIGHT UNDER

THE SUN

Black luminosity and the visual culture of

surveillance

This article examines the production of The Book of Negroes during the British
evacuation of New York in 1783 and situates it as the first government-issued
document for state regulated migration between the United States and Canada
that explicitly links corporeal identifiers to the right to travel. I do this to
argue that the body made legible with the modern passport system has a history in
the technologies of tracking blackness. I explore surveillance technologies of
transatlantic slavery, namely lantern laws, and I examine arbitration that took
place at Fraunces Tavern in New York City in 1783 between fugitive slaves
exercising mobility rights claims by seeking to be included in The Book of Negroes
and those who claimed them as property. Coupling the archive of The Book of
Negroes with a discussion of rituals and practices engaged by free and enslaved
blacks, I suggest that these interactions with surveillance served as both strategies
of coping and critique, and in so being represent acts of freedom. This article
begins with a story of black escape by taking up the surveillance-based reality
television programme Mantracker to question how certain technologies instituted
through slavery to track blackness as property anticipate the contemporary
surveillance of the racial body.

Keywords The Book of Negroes; surveillance; slavery; passports;
American Revolution; Black Canada

Thus despite the bland assertions of sociologists, ‘‘high visibility’’
actually rendered one un-visible � whether at high noon in Macy’s
window or illuminated by flaming torches and flashbulbs while
undergoing the ritual sacrifice that was dedicated to the ideal of white
supremacy.

(Ellison 1989)
Our history takes place in obscurity and the sun I carry with me must
lighten every corner.

(Fanon 2008)
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Introduction

Billed as ‘the ultimate cat and mouse chase through the Canadian wilderness’,
the reality television series Mantracker made its debut on the Outdoor Life
Network in 2006. With only a compass, a map and a 2 km head start, each
episode of this reality game show sees the aptly named ‘prey’ given 36 hours to
reach the finish line, by foot, some 40 km away. Riding on horseback with a
lasso and spurs, Mantracker carries neither map, nor compass and supposedly
has no idea where the finish line is located. He is equipped with binoculars and
an assistant, however. Mantracker is Terry Grant, and as the show’s opening
title sequence tells its viewers he is an ‘accomplished rider. No nonsense
cowboy. He’s trained to track and capture whoever is on the run’. Mantracker
began its third season with the episode ‘Al and Garfield’. With this episode,
viewers are invited to ‘watch as these urban warriors draw on the history of
the Underground Railroad for inspiration to escape the unflappable
Mantracker’. Mantracker’s assistant in this episode is Barry Keown, a local
horseman who cites John Wayne as one of his idols and who is familiar with
the area of Deerhurst, Ontario where the episode was filmed. At one point in
the programme, Keown jokes: ‘I guess I’m a little bit of a redneck at heart’
and ‘we’ll have those pilgrims rounded up so fast they wouldn’t believe it’.
With its greenish, grainy night-vision footage mimicking on-screen GPS
transmissions, high-resolution satellite aerial photograph mapping, and
contestants offering staged ‘confessions’ into a hand-held video camera called
a ‘preycam’, Mantracker has all the trappings of the surveillance-based reality
television genre. Each one-hour episode also fulfils a certain pedagogical role as
viewers are instructed on anti-tracking techniques, shown ambush plan
schematics, and definitions for useful tracking terminology are flashed on
the screen. That the human ‘prey’ has to be accompanied by at least one
camera operator, a boom mike and proper lighting, does not seem to interfere
with the appearance that the prey are evading their predators unabated or
hindered by the necessary film crew and equipment needed to stage such a
production.

Described as ‘Toronto boys’ from the ‘hard knocks hood of Toronto’s
Jane and Finch’, contestants Al St. Louis and Garfield Thompson repeatedly
invoke the Underground Railroad throughout the episode. At one point, the
show’s announcer even refers to the two as ‘fugitives’. In one scene, the two
remark:

Al: This definitely reminds me of, uh, the Underground Railroad and the
slaves running away. You know, two black guys on the run, man. We’re
keeping that in mind and that’s what fueling us forward.

Garfield: It’s kind of like we’re doing it for our ancestors, man. You
know what I mean?
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Al: That’s deep. That’s deep. That’s deep. That’s deep

Announcer: The prey draw on the past for inspiration.

I begin this article with the reality television programme Mantracker to think
about histories of black escape and the ways in which they inform
contemporary surveillance of the racial body. More specifically, I am asking:
what of the surveillance technologies instituted through slavery to track
blackness as property? When ‘prey’ Garfield announces ‘it’s kind of like we’re
doing it for our ancestors’, he gestures to the injury, the redress and the
‘negative inheritance’ that Stephen Best and Saidiya Hartman envision as that of
the slave’s progeny: ‘the ongoing, production of lives lived in intimate relation
to premature death (whether civil, social or literal)’ (2005, p. 13). We might
read Al and Garfield’s call on their self-emancipating ancestors for inspiration
� as they attempt to outrun Mantracker � as offering a particular rendering of
Canada and the tracking of black bodies within this nation that is often made
absent from official narratives, that being the accounting for blackness as
property. Rinaldo Walcott, in arguing for a refusal of the black invisibility that
is produced through Canada’s official discourse of multiculturalism, suggests
that ‘recent black migrants not imagine themselves situated in a discourse that
denies a longer existence of blackness’ in Canada (2003, p. 14). Al and
Garfield could be doing just this, naming a black Canadian presence prior to
1960s migrations that ‘troubles and worries the national myth of two founding
peoples’ (p. 48). However, this rendering is mediated for a television audience
in a rather synoptic fashion,1 interpellating the viewer in a slick production of
black escape as entertainment. In one scene that has Garfield complaining that
‘this bush is killing me, guy’, Al responds with:

Think of it like this, Garfield. This is what our ancestors had to go through
and worse, you know, and they were literally on the run for their lives.
So, a little bush, that ain’t gonna do nothing. Suck it up. Let’s go.

In a voice-over of a campfire scene sometime later and shown for the audience
in night-vision, Garfield retorts:

There’s no comparison in, um, us reflecting back on probably what it was
like for our ancestors running for their lives. So later on in the nighttime,
you know, we really, ah, we really connected, Al and I, talking about that,
you know, and, it was a pretty sentimental and very emotional moment
for us.

The screen then cuts to Al and Garfield singing the Negro spiritual ‘Go Down
Moses’ which accompanies a black and white flashback montage highlighting
scenes from the day’s chase. The segment closes with the ‘prey’ singing the

5 4 4 C U LT U R A L S T U D I E S



line ‘let my people go’ as Mantracker’s face flashes across the screen,
eventually fading to the show’s title card and then cuts to a commercial break.
The episode closes with Mantracker catching Al and Garfield. Upon their
apprehension, images of their faces with a crosshair superimposed are put up
on a ‘captured’ screen.

Although this television programme’s website states that ‘the irony is not
lost on these ‘‘two black guys running from a white guy on a horse’’’2 this
particular episode of Mantracker speaks to the historical presence of the
surveillance technologies of organized slave patrols and bounty hunters for
runaways, notably those journeying at the height of the Underground Railroad
from the United States to Canada. The remains of such technologies and the
networked resistance to them � namely Negro spirituals that were at once
expressions of the desire for freedom as well as counter-surveillance strategies
� in this case, now rendered as cable television entertainment. Mantracker
therefore serves as an entry into a deeper discussion of black mobilities, the
visual culture of surveillance and The Book of Negroes. A key argument here is
that The Book of Negroes, and its accompanying breeder documents,3 is the
first government-issued document for state regulated migration between the
United States and Canada that explicitly linked corporeal markers to the right
to travel. The document also serves as an important record of pre-
Confederation black arrivals in Canada, and in so being ‘ruptures the
homogeneity of nation-space by asserting blackness in/and Canada’ (McKit-
trick 2002, p. 28) as it historicizes the links between visibility, invisibility,
migration and surveillance in the nation.

In the three sections below, I offer a discussion of the racial body in colonial
New York City done by a tracing of the archive of the technologies of
surveillance and slavery. The first section focuses on the technology of printed
text, namely runaway notices and identity documents, in the production of The
Book of Negroes during the British evacuation of the city. This section draws on
archival documents to provide textual links that evidence the accounting of
black bodies as intimately tied with the history of surveillance, in particular
surveillance of black skin by way of identity documents. In so doing my analysis
then raises the problem of my own surveillance practices in reading the archive:
by accounting for violence do my reading practices act to re-inscribe violence
and a remaking of blackness, and black skin, as objectified? Thus, I am mindful
of both Katherine McKittrick’s cautioning that there is a danger of reproducing
‘racial hierarchies that are anchored by our ‘‘watching over’’ and corroborating
practices of violent enumeration’ (2010) and Nicole Fleetwood’s urging for the
‘productive possibilities of black subjects to trouble the field of vision’ by virtue
of ‘the discourses of captivity and capitalism that frame’ the black body as
always already problematic (2011, p. 18). To question acts of watching over
and looking back, in the second section I turn to lantern laws in colonial New
York City that sought to keep the black body in a state of permanent
illumination. I use the term ‘black luminosity’ to refer to a form of boundary
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maintenance occurring at the site of the racial body, whether by candlelight,
flaming torch or the camera flashbulb that documents the ritualized terror of a
lynch mob. Black luminosity, then, is an exercise of panoptic power that
belongs to ‘the realm of the sun, of never ending light; it is the non-material
illumination that falls equally on all those on whom it is exercised’ (Foucault
2003, p. 77). Here boundary maintenance is intricately tied to knowing the
black body, subjecting some to a high visibility by way of technologies of seeing
that sought to render the subject outside of the category of the human, un-
visible. My focus in the second section is the candle lantern and laws regarding
its usage that allowed for a scrutinizing surveillance that individuals were at
once subjected to, and that produced them as black subject. Following David
Marriott in his reading of the spectacle of death that is lynching and its
photographic archive, such laws, I suggest, operated ‘through visual terror’ in
the management of black mobilities, warning of the potential to reduce one to
‘something that don’t look human’ (2000, p. 9). Or perhaps too human. Rather
than looking solely to those moments when blackness is violently illuminated, I
highlight certain practices, rituals and acts of freedom and situate these
moments as interactions with surveillance systems that are both strategies of
coping and of critique. This is to say that ‘ritual heals’ and ‘constitutes the social
form in which human beings seek to deal with denial as active agents, rather
than as passive victims’ (Sennett 1994, p. 80). With the third section, I consider
varied notions of repossession by examining the Board of Inquiry arbitration that
began in May 1783 at Fraunces Tavern in New York City between fugitive
slaves who sought to be included in The Book of Negroes by exercising mobility
rights claims as autonomous subjects and those who sought to reclaim these
fugitives as their property. In her discussion of ‘narrative acts’ and the moments
of narration through which racialized subjects ‘are brought into being’, (2009,
p. 625) Hazel Carby suggests that we must ‘be alert to the occasions when
racialized subjects not only step into the recognitions given to them by others
but provide intuitions of a future in which relations of subjugation will (could)
be transformed’ (p. 627). I am suggesting that The Book of Negroes is one of
those occasions that Carby alerts us to. At Fraunces Tavern, the pub turned
courtroom, mobility rights were sought through de-commodificatory narrative
acts, disputing the claims made on the self as goods to be returned. I conclude
this article by turning to a different narrative act, Lawrence Hill’s The Book of
Negroes: A Novel (2007), as it extends the racial surveillance practices discussed
in this article through its creative remembering of the brutalities of slavery. I
begin and end this article with representations of black escape to argue that, in
different ways, they allow for a rethinking of the archive of the technologies of
slavery and surveillance, in that they disclose how this archive continues to
inform our historically present tenets of emancipation.

The Book of Negroes lists passengers on board 219 ships that set sail from
New York between 23 April 1783 and 30 November 1783. Ships, as Paul
Gilroy tells us, ‘were the livings means by which the points within the Atlantic

5 4 6 C U LT U R A L S T U D I E S



world were joined’ (1993, p. 16). Following this, The Book of Negroes is not
only a record of escape on board 219 ships, but it can also be thought of as a
record of how the surveillance of black Atlantic mobilities was integral to the
formation of the Canada�US border. If we are to take transatlantic slavery as
the antecedent of contemporary surveillance technologies and practices as they
concern inventories of ships’ cargo and the making of ‘scaled inequalities’ in
the Brookes slave ship schematic (Spillers 1987, p. 72), biometric identification
by branding the body with hot irons (Browne 2010), slave markets and auction
blocks as exercises of synoptic power where the many watched the few, slave
passes and patrols, black codes and fugitive slave notices, it is to the archives,
slave narratives and often to black expressive practices and creative texts that
we can look to for moments of refusal and critique. What I am arguing here is
that with certain acts of cultural production we can find performances of
freedom and suggestions of alternatives to ways of living under a routinized
surveillance that was terrifying in its effects.

The making of The Book of Negroes

With its crude inscriptions such as ‘scar in his forehead’ and ‘stout with 3 scars
in each cheek’, The Book of Negroes is an early imprint of how the body, and
skin in particular, comes to be understood as a means of identification and
tracking by the state. In this section I outline how The Book of Negroes
became the first large-scale public record of black presence in North America.
This handwritten and leather bound British military ledger lists 3,000 black
passengers who embarked on mainly British ships during the British evacuation
of New York in 1783. Bound for Canada, England and Germany at the end of
American Revolutionary War, passengers listed in The Book of Negroes
travelled as indentured labourers to white United Empire Loyalists or as free
people described in this ledger as ‘on her own bottom’. Around the same time
others left New York enslaved to white Loyalists. While some travelled to
Germany, most likely as the property of German Hessian soldiers, captured
from rebel states as spoils of war. The travellers listed in The Book of Negroes
would later be recognized by many as United Empire Loyalists, or more
specifically Black Loyalists, for their efforts as soldiers, support staff and waged
workers (cooks, blacksmiths, laundresses, nurses, spies and other labourers)
with the British forces during the War of Independence. The naming of those
listed as Loyalists, or specifically Black Loyalists, is not without controversy as
many entered into the bargain with the British for freedom and not necessarily
out of some loyalty to the Crown. What follows is a discussion of the
proclamations and the provisional treaty that eventually led to The Book of
Negroes. This is done through the stories of black escape in and around the
time of the evacuation of New York that are found in the archive: runaway
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notices, official correspondence, a memoir, an early passport. With these texts
we can understand how the tracking of blackness, rooted in the violence of
slavery, was instituted through printed text. I argue that the body made legible
with the modern passport system has a history in the technologies of tracking
blackness.

Linking identity to bodily markers and infirmities, such as scarring from
small pox, ‘blind right eye’ or ‘lame of the left arm’, The Book of Negroes lists
the names of each passenger falling under the Philipsburg Proclamation on
board the 219 ships that left New York in 1783. Each entry details the
passenger’s physical description, age, places of birth and enslavement and
includes a section for comments or details of when and how each passenger
came to fall under the Philipsburg Proclamation. Issued by British
Commander-in-Chief Sir Henry Clinton on 30 June 1779 this proclamation
promised ‘to every negroe Who shall desert the Rebel Standard, full security
to follow within these lines, any Occupation which he shall think proper’
(Royal Gazette 28 July, 1779).4 Whether those who had voluntarily left their
Patriot masters and found themselves with the British felt assured that by ‘full
security’ it was meant that they would be secure in the mutual recognition of
their personhood or that they were fighting for what would ultimately lead to
their emancipation is questionable, however numerous slaves owned by
Patriots deserted these slave owners and fled to the British holdings. Those
enslaved by white Loyalists, whether owned previously or confiscated during
raids on Patriot estates, were not a part of this arrangement of service in
exchange for freedom. Also detailed in The Book of Negroes were the names
of the passengers’ claimants, if any, as a caveat set out by Article Seven of the
Provisional Peace Treaty reached on 30 November 1782 between Britain and
the Congress of Confederation stated that the British withdrawal be executed
without ‘carrying away any Negroes, or other Property of the American
Inhabitants’ (Provisional Articles to Treaty, 1782). A Board of Inquiry
consisting of American and British delegates was established to adjudicate
Patriot claims of loss of human property. When the Treaty of Paris was signed
on 3 September of the following year, this stipulation regarding ‘carrying away
any Negroes’ was included (Treaty of Paris, 1783). If it was found that the
British did indeed abscond with their property, Patriot owners could be duly
compensated.

At the time of the British evacuation the circulation of printed text allowed
for a certain ‘simultaneous consumption’ (Anderson 1991, p. 35) of
newspaper advertisements for runaway slaves by an assumed white public;
consuming at once the black subject imagined unfree and producing the reader
as part of the apparatus of surveillance, the eyes and ears of face-to-face
watching, observing and regulating. Through their detailing of physical
descriptions, the surveillance technology of the fugitive slave advertisement
was put to use to make the already hypervisible black subject legible as, what
Thelma Wills Foote terms, ‘objectified corporeality’ (2004, p. 190). Beyond
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its primary function in the visual culture of surveillance, that being serving
public notice of runaways by announcing ‘property as out of place’ (Hall 2006,
p. 70), the subjective descriptions employed by subscribers in runaway notices
often reveal the subversive potential of being ‘out of place’. ‘Out of place’
gestures to the Caribbean vernacular usage of the term, along with ‘facety’ and
‘boldface’, � all of which were and continue to be used to name subversive
acts of looking and talking back. The refusal to stay in spaces of dispossession,
disposability and lived objecthood can be observed in a 14 June 1783 runaway
notice in the Royal Gazette that offered ‘twenty dollars reward’ for 16-year-old
Sam. Sam is described by the subscriber as ‘five feet high, slim made’ and
‘remarkable in turning up the white of his eyes when spoke to’. Sam’s refusals,
or his ‘facetiness’, are agential acts, at first ocular, looking back � to at once
return and dismiss the gaze with the gesture of the eye roll � and then to steal
himself and make his own place. As slave owners could make claims to their
human property, this made for many start-ups in slave-catching, the
Mantrackers of the time. Some owners came to New York or sent
representatives and slave catchers in their place to make claims seeking the
return of the black women, men and children who they considered their
property, making New York at once a space of terror and a site of freedom for
those who came under one British proclamation or another. In his memoirs,
Boston King recounts the terror that spread at this time:

For a report prevailed at New York, that all slaves, in number 2,000,
were to be delivered up to their masters, although some of them had been
three or four years among the English. This dreadful rumour filled us all
with inexpressible anguish and terror, especially when we saw our masters
coming from Virginia, North Carolina, and other parts, and seizing upon
their slaves in the streets of New York, or even dragging them out of their
beds.

(King 1798)

It was not only Patriots who seized upon their slaves. British Loyalists also
contributed to this atmosphere, however many black men, women and
children outwitted this terror. Slaver Valentine Nutter placed a notice in the
12 May 1783 edition of the New York Gazette and Weekly Mercury offering an
award of five guineas for ‘a negro man named Jack’ described as around 23
years of age. Notably, this ad drew detailed attention to Jack’s skin as a means
of identification, describing him as having ‘scars on his left arm and a small scar
on his nose’. Perhaps Jack evaded capture as the following September Nutter
left for Port Roseway, Nova Scotia aboard the ship L’Abondance with ‘Silvia’, a
woman described in The Book of Negroes as a 30-year-old ‘stout wench’ and
‘Sam’, a ‘tall’ and ‘stout fellow’ recorded as 22 years old, as his property.

Though the Treaty of Paris stipulated that the British were not to ‘carry
away any Negroes’, for General Guy Carleton, Commander-in-Chief of all

B L A C K L U M I N O S I T Y A N D S U R V E I L L A N C E 5 4 9



British Forces in North America, it did not require the British to readily
facilitate the delivery of those deemed property. In a pre-emptive move the
British began to issue Birch Certificates by order of Brigadier General Birch as
defacto passports. These Birch Certificates served as status documents that
identified the holder and confirmed the holder’s right to cross an international
border. Birch Certificates would become breeder documents for The Book of
Negroes. These early passports were a guarantee that the legitimate holder had
resided voluntarily with the British before 30 November 1782, the date of the
signing of the Provisional Peace Treaty, as only those who resided within
British lines for 12 months or longer were deemed eligible for embarkation on
British ships. Birch Certificates, such as the one issued to Cato Ramsey, read as
follows:

New York, 21st April 1783

This is to certify to whomever it may concern, that the bearer hereof Cato
Ramsay a Negro, reported to the British Lines, in consequence of the
Proclamations of Sir William Howe, and Sir Henry Clinton, late
Commanders in Chief in America; and that the said Negro has hereby
his Excellency Sir Guy Carleton’s Permission to go to Nova Scotia, or
wherever else he may think proper.

By the Order of Brigadier General Birch

Those who made use of such certification to embark on the ships to Canada as
well as England and Germany, had their names listed in the inventory that is
The Book of Negroes. After General Birch departed New York in 1783,
similar certification was issued by General Thomas Musgrave to close to 300
blacks who were eligible for evacuation.

The ledger, in its accounting for humans as commodity in the enterprise of
racial slavery, according to Saidiya Hartman, ‘introduces another death
through its shorthand’ (2008, p. 5). The Book of Negroes is no exception.
With each entry, quick assessments are made on the subject’s being and then
jotted down in point form. Identifying each passenger by way of corporeal
descriptors, race or national origins or sometimes referencing some specific
labour that they performed: ‘worn out’, ‘stout healthy negro’, ‘young
woman’, ‘blind of one eye’, ‘ordinary fellow with a wooden leg’, ‘healthy
negress’, ‘better half Indian’, ‘stout labourer’, ‘nearly worn out’, ‘stout wench
with a mulatto child 7 months old’, ‘M, between an Indian & Span.’, ‘thin
wench, black’, ‘squat wench’, ‘he is Cook on board the ship’, ‘stout man
marked with small pox’, ‘ordinary fellow’, ‘passable’, ‘thick set man’, ‘stout,
flat, square wench’, ‘Mulatto from Madagascar’, ‘ditto’, ‘came from Jamaica,
can’t understand him’.5 But in the 15 pages that precede the ledger we are
afforded, by way of a crude transcript, a means to understand the Board of
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Inquiry hearings as moments of contestation for mobility rights where black
subjects were often repossessed by claimants, but importantly they used legal
channels and testimony to repossess themselves through assertions of their
right to freedom and autonomy. Often this was done with the aid of
counterfeit identities, identity documents and the telling of necessary counter-
narratives that challenged a claimant’s stated timeline. I take up this transcript
in the third section. Two interlocking questions emerge: first, how are we to
read the historical record of these hearings given the context in which they
were written, where one human owned another? Second, how do we grapple
with the textual meaning itself, given that the archive is comprised not of
verbatim transcripts but of records of proceedings and decisions rendered
almost non-eventful in their brevity, and are only partial accounts meant to be
put to later use in the service of Patriots for claims of injury, losses of property
and compensation? By situating the Board of Inquiry hearings at Fraunces
Tavern as moments of repossession what I am arguing for here is a mapping of
Fraunces Tavern as a space where black women and black men challenged un-
visibility through contestations for freedom and mobility that were simulta-
neously demands for recognition not as property, but as full subjects, as
humans. In the section that follows, I take up eighteenth century lantern laws
to question how black luminosity as a means of regulating mobility was
legislated and also contested.

Torches, torture and Totau

‘Moment by moment’ is the experience of surveillance in urban life, as David
Lyon observes, where the city dweller expects to be ‘constantly illuminated’
(2001, p. 51�53). It is how the city dweller contends with this expectation
that is instructive. To examine closely the performance of freedom, a
performative practice that I suggest that those named fugitive in the Board of
Inquiry arbitration hearings made use of, I borrow Richard Iton’s ‘visual
surplus’ and its b-side ‘performative sensibility’ (2009, p. 105). What Iton
suggests is that we come to internalize an expectation of the potential of being
watched and with this emerges a certain ‘performative sensibility’. Coupled
with this awareness of an overseeing surveillance apparatus was ‘the conscious
effort to always give one’s best performance and encourage others to do the
same, and indeed to perform even when one is not sure of one’s audience (or
whether there is in fact an audience)’ (p. 105). Iton employs the term visual
surplus to think about the visual media of black popular culture (graffiti, music
videos) made increasingly available to the public through the rise of hip-hop in
the five boroughs of New York City in the 1970s and the uses of new
technologies (cellular phones, handheld cameras, the Internet, DVDs) to
record and distribute performances. Applied to a different temporal location,
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Iton’s analyses of visual surplus and performative sensibility are useful for how
we think about fugitive acts, black expressive practices and the regulation of
black mobilities in colonial New York City 200 years earlier. What I am
suggesting here is that for the fugitive in eighteenth century New York such a
sensibility would encourage one to perform � in this case perform freedom �
even when one was not sure of one’s audience. Put differently, these
performances of freedom were refusals of dispossession, constituting the black
subject not as slave or fugitive, nor commodity but as human. For the black
subject, the potentiality of being under watch was a cumulative effect of the
large scale surveillance apparatus in colonial New York City and beyond
stemming from transatlantic slavery, specifically fugitive slave posters and print
news advertisements, blackbirders and other freelancers who kidnapped free
blacks to transport them to other sites to be enslaved, slave catching and
through the passing of repressive black codes, such as those in response to the
slave insurrection of 1712.

April 1712 saw an armed insurrection in New York City where over two
dozen black slaves gathered in the densely populated East Ward of the city to
set fire to a building, killing at least nine whites and wounding others. In the
end over 70 were arrested, with many coerced into admissions of guilt. Of
those, 25 were sentenced to death and 23 of these death sentences were
carried out. Burned at the stake, hanged, beheaded and their corpses publicly
displayed and left to decompose, such spectacular corporal punishment served
as a warning for the city’s slave population and beyond. With these events and
the so-called slave conspiracy to burn the city in 1741, the black code
governing black city life consolidated previously enacted laws that were
enforced in a rather discretionary fashion.6 Some of these laws spoke explicitly
to the notion of a visual surplus and the regulation of mobility by way of the
candle lantern. On 14 March 1713, the Common Council of New York City
passed a ‘Law for Regulating Negro or Indian Slaves in the Nighttime’ that saw
to it that ‘no Negro or Indian Slave above the age of fourteen years do presume
to be or appear in any of the streets’ of New York City ‘on the south side of
the fresh water one hour after sunset without a lantern or a lit candle’ (New
York Common Council, Volume III). ‘Fresh water’ here referring to the Fresh
Water Pond found in lower Manhattan, slightly adjacent to the Negroes Burial
Ground and that supplied the city with drinking water at the time. Again, this
law regulating mobility and autonomy through the use of the technology of the
candle lantern was amended on 18 November 1731 where ‘no negro, mulatto
or Indian slave above the age of fourteen years’ unless in the company of some
white person ‘or white servant belonging to the family whose slave he or she
is, or in whose service he or she there are’ was to be without a light that could
be plainly seen or it was then ‘lawful for any of his Majesty’s Subjects within
the said City to apprehend such slave or slaves’ and ‘carry him, her or them
before the Mayor or Recorder or any of the Aldermen of the said City who are
hereby authorized upon proof of offense to commit such slave or slaves to the
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Common Gaol’ (New York Common Council, Volume IV). Any slave
convicted of being unlit after dark was sentenced to a public whipping of no
more than 40 lashes, at the discretion of the master or owner before being
discharged. Later this punishment was reduced to no more than 15 lashes. Such
discretionary violence made for an imprecise mathematics of torture.

Mostly, punishment for such transgression was taken into the hands of the
slave owner. In 1734 a male slave of John van Zandt was found dead in his bed.
The dead man was said to have ‘absented himself’ from van Zandt’s dwelling in
the night-time (New York Weekly Journal CXIII, 5 January 1735). Although it
was first reported that the slave was horsewhipped to death by Van Zandt for
being caught on the streets after dark by watchmen, a coroner’s jury found
Van Zandt not negligent in this death, finding instead that ‘the correction given
by the Master was not the cause of death, but that it was by the visitation of
God’ (New York Weekly Journal CXIII, 5 January 1735). Other laws put into
place around light and black mobilities in New York City stipulated that at
least one lantern must be carried per three negroes after sunset, more tightly
regulated curfews and in 1722 the Common Council relegated burials by free
and enslaved blacks to the daytime hours with attendance of no more than 12,
plus the necessary pallbearers and gravediggers, as a means to reduce
opportunities for assembly and to prevent conspiracy hatching. In recounting
physician Alexander Hamilton’s narrative about his travels through New York
City in July of 1744, Andy Doolen details that one outcome of the alleged
conspiracy of 1741 was the ruining, according to Hamilton, of the traditional
English cup of tea (2005). It was thought by Hamilton that:

they have very bad water in the city, most of it being hard and brackish.
Ever since the negroe conspiracy, certain people have been appointed to
sell water in the streets, which they carry on a sledge in great casks and
bring it from the best springs about the city, for it was when the negroes
went for tea water that they held their caballs and consultations, and
therefor they have a law now that no negroe shall be seen upon the streets
without a lanthorn after dark.

(Hamilton 1948, p. 88)

We can think of the lantern as a prosthesis made mandatory after dark, a
technology that made it possible for the black body to be constantly
illuminated from dusk to dawn, made knowable, locatable and contained
within the city. The black body, technologically enhanced by way of a simple
device made for a visual surplus where technology met surveillance, made the
business of tea a white enterprise and encoded white supremacy, as well as
black luminosity, in law. Of course, unsupervised leisure, labour, travel,
assembly and other forms of social networking past sunset by free and enslaved
black New Yorkers continued regardless of the enforcement of codes meant to
curtail such things.
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Oftentimes social networking by free and enslaved black New Yorkers
took place right under the surveillant gazes of the white population, in markets
and during Sabbath and holiday celebrations. In these spaces of sometimes
interracial and cross-class commerce and socializing, black performative
practices of drumming, dancing and chanting persisted. During celebrations
of Pinkster marking the feast of Pentecost of the Dutch Reformed Church,
amongst the rituals, free and enslaved blacks elected a governor who would
serve as a symbolic leader resolving disputes and collecting tributes, making
this holiday an event for white spectatorship of black cultural and political
production, although for many such celebratory resistance made this ‘a festival
of misrule’ (Harris 2003, p. 41). So much so that the Common Council of
Albany, New York, banned Pinkster celebrations in 1811, for reasons
including a resentment of the space that it opened up for unsettling exchanges
between blacks and whites (Lott 1993; McAllister 2003; White 1989). The
most controversial incorporation of black performativity into Pinkster was the
Totau. On the Totau, McAllister writes:

a man and a woman shuffle back and forth inside a ring, dancing
precariously close without touching and isolating most of their sensual
movement in the hip and pelvic areas. Once the couple dances to
exhaustion, a fresh pair from the ring of clapping dancers relieves them
and the Totau continues.

(McAllister 2003, p. 112)

That such a performative sensibility was engaged by black subjects in colonial
New York City approximately 200 years before the emergence of hip hop in
the Bronx, New York City, is of much significance. The Totau, and later, the
Catharine Market breakdown reverberate in the cypher of b-boys and b-girls.
In Eric Lott’s discussion of black performances he cites Thomas De Voe’s
eyewitness account of the Catharine Market breakdown in the early nineteenth
century New York City. De Voe writes:

This board was usually about five to six feet long, of large width, with its
particular spring in it, and to keep it in its place while dancing on it, it was
held down by one on each end. Their music or time was usually given by
one of their party, which was done by beating their hands on the sides of
their legs and the noise of the heel. The favorite dancing place was a
cleared spot on the east side of the fish market in front of Burnel Brown’s
Ship Chandlery.

(De Voe 1862, cited in Lott 1993, pp. 41�42)

In this instance, the breakdown is performed in a market, allowing for white
spectatorship and patronage in a space that is already overdetermined as a site
of commerce within the economy of slavery. Later, DeVoe recalls ‘public
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negro dances’ at Catharine Market in an 1889 New York Times article where he
is quoted as saying that the dancers ‘would bring roots, berries, birds, fish,
clams, oysters, flowers, and anything else they could gather and sell in the
market to supply themselves with pocket money’ (28 April 1889). Sylvia
Wynter’s ‘provision ground ideology’ in instructive here for an understanding
of solidarity, survival and the role of folk-culture as resistance to the
‘dehumanization of Man and Nature’ (1970, p. 36). Out of the provision
grounds came the cultivation of ceremonial practices, including dance, that
were, as Wynter tells us, ‘the cultural guerilla resistance against the Market
economy’ (1970, p. 36).7 The remains of the Catharine Market breakdown can
be found in the cardboard and turntables of the breakdancing cypher. Then and
now cultural production and expressive practices offer moments of living with,
refusals and alternatives to routinized surveillance within a visual surplus. In so
being, they allow for us to think differently about the predicaments, policies
and performances constituting surveillance. Colonial New York City was a
space of both terror and promise for black life. Lantern laws, fugitive slave
notices, public whippings and the discretionary uses of violence by ‘his
Majesty’s subjects’ rendered the black subject as always already unfree yet acts,
like the breakdown, that were constitutive of black freedom persisted. It is
under this context where certain humans came to be understood by many as
unfree and the property of others while at the same time creating practices that
maintained their humanity by challenging the routinization of surveillance, that
we should read the 1783 Board of Inquiry hearings at Fraunces Tavern.

Of property and passports

What began as a meeting between Generals Carleton and Washington on the
point of Article Seven in the Provisional Peace Treaty ended with an exchange
of letters between the two, with Washington reiterating his concern regarding
the embarkation of escaped slaves. Carleton responded, in kind, with a letter
dated 12 May 1783. On what he called Washington’s ‘surprise’ about the
evacuation and Washington’s accusation that such action ‘was a measure totally
different from the letter and spirit of the treaty’, Carleton reminded
Washington that the British set up a register ‘to serve as a record of the
name of the original proprietor of the negro, and as a rule by which to judge of
his value. By this open method of conducting business, I hoped to prevent all
fraud’ (Carleton 1783). Further, alluding to both self-repossession and tracking
by way of identity document, Carleton suggested that ‘had these negroes been
denied permission to embark they would, in spite of every means to prevent it,
have found various methods of quitting this place, so that the former owner
would no longer have been able to trace them, and of course would have lost,
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in every way, all chance of compensation’ (1783). On the notion of black
subjects as property, Carleton put it this way, ‘every negroe’s name is
registered and the master he formerly belonged to, with such other
circumstances as served to denote his value, that it may be adjusted by
compensation, if that was really the intention and meaning of the treaty’
(1783). Given this, American and British commissioners charged with
receiving and settling claims were appointed to inspect all embarkations to
prevent evasion of Article Seven. And with this came the setting up of the
arbitration hearings that took place at Fraunces Tavern. At the corner of Pearl
and Broad Streets in lower Manhattan, Fraunces Tavern served as the centre of
arbitration, where almost every Wednesday at ten in the morning until two
o’clock in the afternoon from May 1783 through November of that same year
the formerly enslaved came to argue for their inclusion in The Book of
Negroes by asserting their right to leave New York as free people.8

On 2 August 1783, merchant Jonathan Eilbeck questioned the legitimacy
of a woman named Jenny Jackson’s embarkation to Nova Scotia and he brought
his claim before The Board of Inquiry. Jackson was brought to shore to be
examined and she produced for The Board a Birch Certificate issued on 5 June
1783 which stated, ‘That a Negro named Jenny Jackson formerly the property
of John Mclean of Norfolk in the Province of Virginia came within the British
Lines under the Sanction and claims the Privilege of the Proclamation
respecting Negroes theretofore issued for their Security and Protection’.
Eilbeck, a Loyalist, produced a bill of sale for a Judith Jackson from John
Maclean dated 16 July 1782. Jackson admitted to The Board that she was
indeed Judith Jackson and formerly enslaved by Maclean and clarified that
when Maclean departed for England and left her behind she went with the
British army to Charlestown and then New York. More detail on Jenny
‘Judith’ Jackson’s narrative of falling within the Proclamation can be found in
the 6 May 1773 edition of the Virginia Gazette. Between ads for the sale of
slaves, tracts of land and a ‘fashionable’ chariot, and notices for a lost watch
and for strayed and stolen livestock, a runaway announcement for a ‘Negro
woman named Judith’ was placed by John Maclean of Norfolk. Offering a
reward of up to six dollars, Maclean’s notice describes Judith as ‘tall and
slender, not very black, appears to be between thirty and thirty-five years of
age’. In the notice, Maclean made note that Jackson departed with her infant
daughter and was perhaps pregnant. Although Jackson had laboured with the
British for eight years in Charlestown, South Carolina and New York, and was
issued a Birch Certificate attesting to her right to depart, the Board did not
make a ruling in the dispute, perhaps because Eilbeck was a Loyalist and they
were charged only with adjudicating Patriot claims of loss of property. The
Board forwarded the case to General Carleton. Two women named Judith
Jackson are recorded in The Book of Negroes. One woman departed from
New York City before the aforementioned case was heard. The other Judith
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Jackson left on the ship Ranger for Port Mattoon, Nova Scotia on 30 November
1783. This Judith Jackson remained in New York until the final day that ships
departed as she petitioned Carleton for her passage to Canada and for the
return of her two children who were given to Eilbeck. She left for Canada
without her children. She is described in The Book of Negroes as an ‘ordinary
wench’ of 53-years of age, and formerly the property of ‘John Clain’ of
Norfolk, Virginia, from whom she is recorded as leaving ‘early 1779’. Eilbeck
also makes an appearance in The Book of Negroes in the ledger entry for
‘Samuel Ives’. This unusually long entry states, ‘Sold to Captain Grayson by
Jonathan Eilbeck of New York who it does not appear had any right to sell him
as he was the property of Capt. Talbot of Virginia from whence he was
brought by the troops 5 years ago and had a pass from Lt. Clinton which Mr.
Eilbeck destroyed’. With this entry, Eilbeck’s questionable means of claiming
possession of others is revealed.

Not all who attempted to embark by altering their recollection of the time
of their arrival within the British lines met the same fate. On 2 August 1783,
Thomas Smith took issue with a woman named Betty’s pending embarkation to
Nova Scotia. Betty produced a Birch Certificate issued to Elizabeth Truant
detailing that she was formerly the property of Smith but ‘that she came within
the British Lines under the Sanction and claims the Privilege of the
Proclamation respecting Negroes therefore issued for their Security and
Protection’. Smith insisted that ‘the Wench is his property’ and that she only
arrived in New York City from his estate in Acquackanonk Township, New
Jersey, on 20 April 1783. Perhaps out of terror and with the hope of reducing
the punishment she might have imagined on the inevitability of her return,
Betty relented and acknowledged that she escaped Smith the previous April,
making her ineligible for the Proclamation. The Board ruled for the claimant
and directed Betty to be ‘disposed of’ by Smith ‘at his pleasure.’ On 30 May
the Board heard the case of Violet Taulbert. In an ad placed by David Campbell
of Greenwich in the 24 May 1783 Royal Gazette, Taulbert is said to have
escaped with her two boys. A reward of five guineas was posted for their
return. No decision was made by The Board in this case as theirs was only to
decide on cases regarding those ready to embark. In another case heard on 17
July 1783, Dinah Archer produced before The Board a Birch Certificate issued
to her on 2 May 1783. Archer had been brought for examination before The
Board through a claim by William Farrer. During the hearing Archer testified
‘that she was formerly the Property of John Baines of Crane Island Norfolk
County Virginia’ and that she was sold by Baines to Farrer and lived and
laboured in Farrer’s household for about three years until he left for England,
leaving her behind. Archer told The Board that she was later informed by
Baines that he never issued a bill of sale to Farrer, and Baines ‘compelled her to
return to him’. Archer remained in Baines’ possession until she escaped to the
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British and arrived in New York City under Sir George Collier and General
Matthews’ ‘Expedition up the Chesepeake’. The Board decided that they were
‘not authorized to determine the Question between the Claimant and the
Negroe woman’ and referred the case to the Commandant of New York City.
Recorded in the Book of Negroes as a 42-year-old ‘one eyed’ ‘stout wench’,
Dinah Archer travelled on the ship Grand Duchess of Russia to Port Roseway on
22 September 1783. She travelled to Canada indentured to a Mrs. Savage.
Although Archer had perjured herself to gain a passport, her narrative of
coming behind the British lines before the signing of the Provisional Peace
Treaty allowed the British to deny William Ferrer’s claim on her as his
property.

In total The Board of Inquiry heard 14 cases. Of those fourteen, five were
children, two men and seven women. The five children were all returned to
their claimants, the two men were allowed to embark and of the seven
women, three were allowed to leave New York. In all 1,336 men, 914 women
and 750 children are listed in The Book of Negroes. Once in Canada they
would find there enslaved black people, other Black Loyalists who were
evacuated from Boston in 1777, and largely untenable land. Many laboured on
public works projects, feared slave catchers and faced possible re-enslavement.
After some time, many left to establish what is now Sierra Leone (Pybus 2006;
Schama 2007).

Conclusion: Aminata Diallo

In discussing the archive of Atlantic slavery, Hartman asks, ‘how might it be
possible to generate a different set of descriptions from this archive? To
imagine what could have been?’ (2008, p. 7). I close this article by considering
The Book of Negroes: A Novel to ask if this creative text can offer an alternative
imagining of the events surrounding the archive that could not be fully realized
with the historical documents examined here. The novel traces protagonist
Aminata Diallo’s life from her capture in West Africa, her enslavement in
South Carolina, her journey to Manhattan and her eventual escape from her
slave master to become bookkeeper at Fraunces Tavern, to her work with
British under the proclamations, her emigration to Nova Scotia and on to
London and her return to Africa. Through Diallo we are offered a
remembering of Fraunces Tavern and those archived in The Book of Negroes
as she is tasked by the British to interview, inspect and register the names in
the ledger: ‘I wanted to write more about them, but the ledger was cramped’
(Hill 2007, p. 294). When a claim is made on Diallo’s person as property, she
is taken in front of The Board at Fraunces Tavern, ‘wrists tied and legs
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shackled’ (p. 306). In this claims court, promises of freedom were broken,
despite the pleas and testimony. Diallo narrates:

At the back of the room, I heard claims against two other Negroes who,
like me, had been pulled off ships in the harbour. Both � one man, and
one woman � were given over to men who said they owned them. I
despised the Americans for taking these Negroes, but my greatest
contempt was for the British. They had used us in every way in their war.
Cooks. Whores. Midwives. Soldiers. We had given them our food, our
beds, our blood and our lives. And when slave owners showed up with
their stories and their paperwork, the British turned their backs and
allowed us to be seized like chattel. Our humiliation meant nothing to
them, nor did our lives.

(p. 307)

Diallo voices a story of life, surveillance and the making of The Book of
Negroes other than one of acts of British compassion. By approaching
surveillance technologies through stories of black escape � Al and Garfield’s
televisual escape, Sam’s facetiness in ‘turning up the white of his eyes’,
Aminata Diallo’s narrative acts � the brutalities of slavery are not subject to
erasure, rather such a re-narration makes known the stakes of emancipation.
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Notes

1 Coined by Thomas Mathiesen (1997), the synopticon, in counterpoint to the
panopticon (where the few watch the many) allows for the many to watch the
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few, often by way of mass media in a viewer society, for example, reality
television watching.

2 This quote is taken from the pair’s application video in which contestant Al
St. Louis states incredulously: ‘two black men being chased by a white man
on a horse?’ While it could be said that St. Louis and Thompson are framed in
this episode through a narrative of upliftment and self-making as redeemed, it
could also be argued that a certain element of minstrelsy or ‘hamming it up’
for the camera are engaged by the two: losing the defective compass leaving
Mantracker to find it, paying homage to another reality television programme
that also makes use of surveillance footage of evasion and capture, Cops, by
singing the lyrics to its theme song ‘Bad Boys’, or beat-boxing Negro
spirituals.

3 A ‘breeder’ or foundation document is used to support one’s identity claims
in the application process for a more secure status document, such as a
passport. In our contemporary moment, breeder documents, such as birth
certificates and in some cases baptismal certificates, are said to be more easily
forged and weak in terms of security (Salter 2003).

4 On 7 November 1775 John Murray, the fourth Lord of Dunmore and
Governor of Virginia issued a proclamation that promised freedom for male
slaves who voluntarily fought with British forces. After the defeat of his forces
in Virginia, Murray arrived in New York City in the summer of 1776 to
occupy the city, establishing its military headquarters there. With Dunmore’s
Proclamation, and later Howe’s 1778 Proclamation and Clinton’s Philipsburg
Proclamation in 1779, this guarantee was extended to women and children,
bringing about the ‘largest black escape in the history of North American
slavery’ with fugitives estimated at 25,000�55,000 in the ‘southern states
alone’ (Hodges 1996, p. xiv). Sir Henry Clinton served as Commander-in-
Chief of all British Forces of North America from May 1778 until February
1782 when Sir Guy Carleton took up the post.

5 Now that The Book of Negroes is digitized and searchable on-line (http://
www.blackloyalist.info/), it could be argued that this inventory bears some
of the hallmarks of contemporary centralized traveller databases, complete
with a ‘no-sail’ list. ‘No-sail’ list here is a play on post-September 11th ‘no-
fly’ lists, the Computer Assisted Passenger Prescreening System (CAPPS II)
maintained by the US Transportation Security Administration, and Secondary
Security Screening Selection (SSSS) that subjects ‘selectees’ to additional
scrutiny at US and Canadian airports. For a detailed accounting of the
inventory that is the Book of Negroes see Hodges (1996). Hodges’ appendix
includes tables, by colony and gender, of ‘All Negroes Who Claimed to Be
Born Free’, ‘All Negroes Who Claimed to Have Escaped’, ‘All Negroes Who
Were Free By Proclamation’, those who were indentured, enslaved and
emancipated.
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6 Here ‘black city life’ was intricately tied with ‘Indian city life’, as laws
regulated the mobility of both Negro and Indian slaves. The descriptions in
The Book of Negroes of those who left New York also gesture to the intimate
relations within the black and Indigenous populations: ‘born free, her mother
an Indian’; ‘better half Indian’. Many thanks to Sharon Holland for pointing
out this connection. For detailed discussions of the events of 1712 and 1741
in New York City and their effects on the regulation of the city life of black
subjects see Doolen (2005), Lepore (2005), Harris (2003), Burrows and
Wallace (1999), Davis (1985). For seventeenth and early eighteenth century
laws regulating free and enslaved blacks see Hodges (1999). That fire (candle
lantern) was employed to deter fire (burning the city down) is not without
irony.

7 Provision ground ideology names the slave’s relationship to the Earth as one
concerning sustenance through the growing of produce for survival, rather
than that harvested for the profit of the plantation. Where the ‘official
ideology’, that of the plantation, as Wynter explains, ‘would develop as an
ideology of property, and the rights of property, the provision ground ideology
would remain based on a man’s relation to the Earth, which linked man to his
community’ (Wynter 1970, p. 37). The idea of ‘Earth’ here is not one of
property or of land, but of the formation of community through spatial
practices ‘concerned with the common good’ (p. 37). For Wynter, dance is
one form of ceremonial observance by which the black subject ‘rehumanized
Nature, and helped to save his own humanity against the constant onslaught of
the plantation system by the creation of a folklore and a folk-culture’ (p. 36).
Here we see the centrality of folk practices, including dance, to the
emancipatory breaching necessary for a liberatory remaking of humanness
(Wynter 2009).

8 What was to become Fraunces Tavern was built by a member of the Delancey
family in and around 1706. In 1762, Samuel Fraunces or ‘Black Sam’ took
ownership of the building, opening a social club, tavern and inn and named it
The Queen’s Head. There is some disagreement surrounding Jamaican-born
Fraunces’ racial identity, which reveals the then and continued anxieties
around race, and blackness in particular, in America.
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