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Welcome to DHSI 2019! 

Thanks for joining the DHSI community! 

In this booklet, you will find essential course materials prefaced by some useful 

information about getting settled initially at UVic, finding your way around, getting 

logged in to our network (after you've registered the day before our courses begin), 

and so on. 

Given our community's focus on things computational, it will be a surprise to no one 

that we might expect additional information on line for some of the classes - your 

instructors will let you know - or that the most current version of all DHSl-related 

information may be found on our website at dhsi.org. 

Do check in there first if you need anything that's not in this coursepak. 

To access the DHSI wifi network, simply go into your wireless settings and connect 

to the "DHSI" network and enter the password "dhsi2019". 

And please don't hesitate to be in touch with us at institut@uvic.ca or via Twitter at 

@AlyssaA_DHSI or @DH Institute if we can be of any help .... 
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DHSI Wi-Fi 

Network name: DHSI 

Passkey: d hsi201 9 

. 
. 



Home Courses Scholarships Schedule DHSI@ & Events Visitor Info People Archive

The 2019 schedule is just taking shape nicely! A very few things to confirm, add, etc, still but this is the place to be to
find out what is happening when / where ...

Psst: Some 
Suggested 
Outings

If you're here a day or two before we begin, or staying a day or two afterwards, here are a few ideas of
things you might consider doing .... 

 Suggested Outing 1, Botanical Beach (self-organised; car needed)

A self-guided visit to the wet, wild west coast tidal shelf (and historically-significant former research site) at
Botanical Beach; we recommend departing early (around 8.00 am) to catch low tide for a better view of the
wonderful undersea life! Consider bringing a packed lunch to nibble-on while looking at the crashing waves
when there, and then have an afternoon drink enjoying the view from the deck of the Port Renfrew Hotel. 

 Suggested Outing 2, Butchart Gardens (self-organised)

A shorter journey to the resplendently beautiful Butchart Gardens and, if you like, followed by (ahem) a few
minutes at the nearby Church and State Winery, in the Saanich Penninsula. About an hour there by public bus
from UVic, or 30 minutes by car. 

 Suggested Outing 3, Saltspring Island (self-organised; a full day, car/bus + ferry combo)

Why not take a day to explore and celebrate the funky, laid back, Canadian gulf island lifestyle on Saltspring
Island. Ferry departs regularly from the Schwartz Bay ferry terminal, which is about one hour by bus / 30
minutes by car from UVic. You may decide to stay on forever .... 

 Suggested Outing 4, Paddling Victoria's Inner Harbour (self-organised)

A shorter time, seeing Victoria's beautiful city centre from the waterways that initially inspired its foundation. A
great choice if the day is sunny and warm. Canoes, kayaks, and paddle boards are readily rented from Ocean
River Adventures and conveniently launched from right behind the store. Very chill. 

 And more!

Self-organised High Tea at the Empress Hotel, scooter rentals, visit to the Royal BC Museum, darts at Christies
Carriage House, a hangry breakfast at a local diner, whale watching, kayaking, brew pub sampling (at
Spinnaker's, Swans, Moon Under Water, and beyond!), paddle-boarding, a tour of used bookstores, and more
have also been suggested! 

9:00 to 4:00

 Early Class Meeting: 4. [Foundations] DH For Department Chairs and Deans (David Strong Building C124,
Classroom)

Further details are available from instructors in mid May to those registered in the class. Registration materials
will be available in the classroom.

3:00 to 5:00

DHSI Registration (MacLaurin Building, Room A100) 

After registration, many will wander to Cadboro Bay and the pub at Smuggler's Cove OR the other direction to
Shelbourne Plaza and Maude Hunter's Pub OR even into the city for a nice meal. 

Your hosts for the week are Alyssa Arbuckle, Ray Siemens, and Jannaya Friggstad Jensen.

7:45 to 8:15 Last-minute Registration (MacLaurin Building, Room A100)

Sunday, 2 June 2019 [DHSI Registration + Suggested Outings]

Monday, 3 June 2019

http://www.dhsi.org/index.php
http://www.dhsi.org/index.php
http://www.dhsi.org/courses.php
http://www.dhsi.org/scholarships.php
http://www.dhsi.org/events.php
http://www.dhsi.org/visitor.php
http://www.dhsi.org/bios.php
http://www.dhsi.org/archive.php
http://www.tripadvisor.ca/Attraction_Review-g154944-d259679-Reviews-Botanical_Beach-Vancouver_Island_British_Columbia.html
http://mw2.google.com/mw-panoramio/photos/medium/109603495.jpg
http://www.butchartgardens.com/
http://churchandstatewines.com/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Saltspring_Island
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Saltspring_Island
http://www.bcferries.com/schedules/southern/sssb-current.php
http://oceanriveradventures.com/rentals/
http://oceanriveradventures.com/rentals/
https://www.uvic.ca/home/about/campus-info/maps/maps/dsb.php
https://www.google.ca/maps/place/48°27'45.4%22N+123°18'48.7%22W/@48.462607,-123.313538,17z/data=!3m1!4b1!4m2!3m1!1s0x0:0x0
https://www.uvic.ca/home/about/campus-info/maps/maps/mac.php
http://maps.google.ca/maps?q=48.45838,-123.295319&num=1&t=h&z=15&iwloc=A
http://smugglerscovepub.com/
http://www.maudehunterspub.ca/
https://www.tripadvisor.ca/Restaurants-g154945-zfn10107-Victoria_Victoria_Capital_Regional_District_Vancouver_Island_British_Columbia.html
https://www.uvic.ca/home/about/campus-info/maps/maps/mac.php


8:30 to 10:00

 Welcome, Orientation, and Instructor Overview (MacLaurin A144)
Welcome to the Territory
Welcome to DHSI: Ray Siemens, Alyssa Arbuckle
Welcome from UVic: Jonathan Bengtson (University Librarian), Alexandra D'Arcy (Associate Dean Research,

Humanities)

10:15 to Noon

 Classes in Session (click for details and locations)

1. [Foundations] Digitisation Fundamentals and their Application (Clearihue A103, Lab)
2. [Foundations] Introduction to Computation for Literary Criticism (Clearihue A102, Lab)
3. [Foundations] Making Choices About Your Data (Digital Scholarship Commons, McPherson Library A308,

Classroom)
4. [Foundations] DH For Department Chairs and Deans (David Strong Building C124, Classroom)
5. [Foundations] Developing a Digital Project (With Omeka) (Clearihue A031, Lab)
6. [Foundations] Race, Social Justice, and DH: Applied Theories and Methods (Cornett A229, Classroom)
7. [Foundations] Intersectional Feminist Digital Humanities: Theoretical, Social, and Material Engagements

(David Strong Building C108, Classroom)
8. [Foundations] Fundamentals of Programming/Coding for Human(s|ists) (Clearihue A108, Lab)
9. Out-of-the-Box Text Analysis for the Digital Humanities (Human and Social Development A160, Lab)
10. Sound and Digital Humanities (Cornett A120, Classroom)
11. Critical Pedagogy and Digital Praxis in the Humanities (Clearihue D132, Classroom)
12. Digital Humanities for Japanese Culture: Resources and Methods (McPherson Library A003, Classroom)
13. Conceptualising and Creating a Digital Edition (McPherson Library 210, Classroom)
15. Retro Machines & Media (McPherson Library 129, Classroom)
16. Geographical Information Systems in the Digital Humanities (Clearihue A105, Lab)
17. Introduction to IIIF: Sharing, Consuming, and Annotating the World’s Images (Cornett A121, Classroom)
18. Web APIs with Python (Human and Social Development A170, Lab)
19. Ethical Data Visualization: Taming Treacherous Data (Cornett A128, Classroom)
20. Linked Open Data and the Semantic Web (Cornett A132, Classroom)
21. Palpability and Wearable Computing (McPherson Library A025, Classroom)
22. The Frontend: Modern JavaScript & CSS Development (Clearihue A030, Lab)
23. Modelling. Virtual. Realities. A Practical Introduction to Virtual (and Augmented) Reality (Human and

Social Development A150, Lab)
25. Information Security for Digital Researchers (David Strong Building C114, Classroom)

12:15 to 1:15

 Lunch break / Unconference Coordination Session (MacLaurin A144) 
(Grab a sandwich and come on down!)

Discussion topics, scheduling, and room assignments from among all DHSI rooms will be handled at this
meeting.

1:30 to 4:00 Classes in Session

4:10 to 5:00

 Institute Lecture: Jacqueline Wernimont (Dartmouth C): "Sex and Numbers: Pleasure, Reproduction, and
Digital Biopower” 
Chair: Anne Cong-Huyen (U Michigan) 
(MacLaurin A144)

Abstract: Drawing from Numbered Lives (MIT 2018), this talk will consider a long history of sex-number
entanglement in Anglo-American Cultures. Drawing on historical and contemporary objects and practices,
Wernimont will ask "in what ways do theories of biopower, critical gender and critical race studies, and media
studies" suggest that we can understand this set of entanglements and their impacts. NB: While relevant, this
talk will not include discussions of sexual trauma or violence. It will include frank discussion of sex acts and
various ways of translating sexual behavior into numbers. 

5:00 to 6:00 Opening Reception (University Club)

9:00 to Noon Classes in Session

12:15 to 1:15
Lunch break / Unconference 

"Mystery" Lunches

1:30 to 4:00 Classes in Session

 DHSI Conference and Colloquium Lightning Talk Session 1 (MacLaurin A144) 

Tuesday, 4 June 2019

https://www.uvic.ca/home/about/campus-info/maps/maps/mac.php
https://www.uvic.ca/home/about/campus-info/maps/maps/cle.php
https://www.uvic.ca/home/about/campus-info/maps/maps/cle.php
https://www.uvic.ca/home/about/campus-info/maps/maps/lib.php
https://www.uvic.ca/home/about/campus-info/maps/maps/dsb.php
https://www.uvic.ca/home/about/campus-info/maps/maps/cle.php
https://www.uvic.ca/home/about/campus-info/maps/maps/cor.php
https://www.uvic.ca/home/about/campus-info/maps/maps/dsb.php
https://www.uvic.ca/home/about/campus-info/maps/maps/cle.php
https://www.uvic.ca/home/about/campus-info/maps/maps/hsd.php
https://www.uvic.ca/home/about/campus-info/maps/maps/cor.php
https://www.uvic.ca/home/about/campus-info/maps/maps/cle.php
https://www.uvic.ca/home/about/campus-info/maps/maps/lib.php
https://www.uvic.ca/home/about/campus-info/maps/maps/lib.php
https://www.uvic.ca/home/about/campus-info/maps/maps/lib.php
https://www.uvic.ca/home/about/campus-info/maps/maps/cle.php
https://www.uvic.ca/home/about/campus-info/maps/maps/cor.php
https://www.uvic.ca/home/about/campus-info/maps/maps/hsd.php
https://www.uvic.ca/home/about/campus-info/maps/maps/cor.php
https://www.uvic.ca/home/about/campus-info/maps/maps/cor.php
https://www.uvic.ca/home/about/campus-info/maps/maps/lib.php
https://www.uvic.ca/home/about/campus-info/maps/maps/cle.php
https://www.uvic.ca/home/about/campus-info/maps/maps/hsd.php
https://www.uvic.ca/home/about/campus-info/maps/maps/hsd.php
https://www.uvic.ca/home/about/campus-info/maps/maps/dsb.php
https://www.uvic.ca/home/about/campus-info/maps/maps/mac.php
https://www.uvic.ca/home/about/campus-info/maps/maps/mac.php
https://www.uvic.ca/home/about/campus-info/maps/maps/ucl.php
https://www.uvic.ca/home/about/campus-info/maps/maps/mac.php


4:15 to 5:15

Chair: Kim O'Donnell (Simon Fraser U)

Marion Grant (Ryerson U), “Visualizing Networks: Yellow Nineties Print and Performance”
Megan Perram (U Alberta), “Configuring the Postdigital Body Through the Digital Illness Narratives of Women

with Polycystic Ovarian Syndrome”
Giulia Taurino (U Bologna / U Montreal), “An Introduction to Network Analysis for Television Studies: Visual

Models and Practical Applications”
Kristen Starkowski (Princeton U), “Mapping Minor Characters: Quantifying and Visualizing Character Space in

Dickens’s Novels and in their Adaptations”
Leah Henrickson (Loughborough U), “Who is the author of the computer-generated text?”

6:00 to 8:00 DHSI Newcomer's Gathering (Grad House Restaurant, Graduate Student Centre) 
Come down, buy meal and a beverage, and make some new friends!

9:00 to Noon Classes in Session

12:15 to 1:15

Lunch break / Unconference 

"Mystery" Lunches 

 Presentation: An Introduction to Scholarly Publishing with Manifold (MacLaurin A144) 
Lunch included for those who [register here]

This presentation introduces Manifold Scholarship, a Mellon-funded digital publishing platform developed by the
CUNY Graduate Center, The University of Minnesota Press, and Cast Iron Coding. Manifold allows you to
create beautiful, dynamic open access projects that can include text, images, video, embedded resources, and
social annotation. We will provide an overview of Manifold and demonstrate how faculty, students and staff in
the digital humanities can use Manifold to publish open access scholarly works, conduct and participate in peer
review, and create custom edited versions of public domain course texts and OER.

1:30 to 4:00 Classes in Session

4:15 to 5:15

 DHSI Conference and Colloquium Lightning Talk Session 2 (MacLaurin A144) 
Chair: Kim O'Donnell (Simon Fraser U)

Catherine Ryu (Michigan State U), “Tone Perfect: Developing a Multimodal Audio Database for Mandarin
Chinese as an Open Source”

Kenzie Burchell (U Toronto Scarborough), “Making Responsible Reporting Practices Visible: Comparing
newswire coverage of humanitarian crises in Syria”

Jessica Linzel (Brock U), “’The Shopkeeper Aristocracy’: Mapping Trade Networks in Colonial Niagara”
Kirsten Painter (U Washington), “From Bogatyrs to Bread: Digitization & Online Exhibition of Rare Russian

Children's Books at the U Washington”
John Barber (Washington State U), “A Mighty Span”

6:00 to 7:00

"Half Way There!" [An Informal, Self-Organized Birds of a Feather Get-Together] (Felicitas, Student Union
Building) 
Bring your DHSI nametag and enjoy your first tipple on us! [A great opportunity for an interest group meet-up
....]

9:00 to Noon Classes in Session

12:15 to 1:15

Lunch break / Unconference 

"Mystery" Lunches 

[Instructor lunch meeting]

1:30 to 4:00 Classes in Session

4:15 to 5:15

 DHSI Conference and Colloquium Lightning Talk Session 3 (MacLaurin A144) 
Chair: Kim O'Donnell (Simon Fraser U)

Colleen Kolba (U South Florida), “What Comics can Teach our Students about Multimodal Literacy”
Trish Baer (ETCL; U Victoria), “Preserving Digital Legacies: Archived Websites and Digital Discoverability”
Suchismita Dutta (U Miami), “The Importance of Archival Transcription for Genre Building”
Jeffrey Lawler (California State U, Long Beach), “Twining our way through the Past: Video Game Authoring as

History Pedagogy”

Wednesday, 5 June 2019

Thursday, 6 June 2019

https://www.uvic.ca/home/about/campus-info/maps/maps/gsc.php
https://www.uvic.ca/home/about/campus-info/maps/maps/mac.php
https://www.eventbrite.com/e/an-introduction-to-scholarly-publishing-with-manifold-tickets-59348545096
https://www.uvic.ca/home/about/campus-info/maps/maps/mac.php
http://www.uvic.ca/home/about/campus-info/maps/maps/sub.php
http://www.uvic.ca/home/about/campus-info/maps/maps/sub.php
https://www.uvic.ca/home/about/campus-info/maps/maps/mac.php


Sean Smith (California State U, Long Beach), “Gaming the History Curriculum, Games Writing as History
Pedagogy in College Classroom”

9:00 to Noon Classes in Session

12:15 to 1:15 Lunch Reception / Course E-Exhibits (MacLaurin A100)

1:30 to 1:50 Remarks, A Week in Review (MacLaurin A144)

2:00 to 3:00

 Joint Institute Lecture (DHSI and ADHO Pedagogy SIG Conference): 
Matt Gold (CUNY Graduate Center and Association for Computers and the Humanities): “Thinking Through DH:
Proposals for Digital Humanities Pedagogy” 
Chair: Diane Jakacki (Bucknell U) 
(MacLaurin A144)

Abstract: How do we teach digital humanities, and how should DH be taught? What, indeed, should we teach
when we teach DH? This talk will present a proposal for grounding digital humanities pedagogical practice in the
research interests of our students and the epistemological foundations of our methods rather than through an
approach grounded more central in data and methods. 

3:30 to 5:00

Joint Reception: DHSI and ADHO Pedagogy SIG Conference (University Club) 
E-Poetry Event (Chris Tanasescu)

Watch this space for details, including how to participate!
 DHSI Conference and Colloquium Poster/Demo Session
Pia Russel (U Victoria); Emily Stremel (U Victoria), “British Columbia’s Historical Textbooks Digital Library”
Cody Hennesy (U Minnesota); Rachael Samberg (U California, Berkeley); Stacy Reardon (U California,

Berkeley), “Finding the Haystack: Literacies for Accessing and Using Text as Data”
Paula Johanson (ETCL; Independent Scholar), “Proving Seahorses and Juan de Fuca's Travels in The Curve

of Time”
Tara Baillargeon (Marquette U); Elizabeth Wawrzyniak (Marquette U), “FellowsHub: J. R. R. Tolkien Fanzine

Portal”
Graham Jensen (U Victoria), “Canadian Modernist Magazines Project”
Caterina Agostini (Rutgers U), “Art at the Time of Syphilis: A First-Person Medical Narrative in Benvenuto

Cellini’s Vita”
Lauren Elle DeGaine (ETCL; U Victoria), “Women at the Front: A Digital Exhibit of Victorian Frontispiece

Illustrations”
Adam Griggs (Mercer U); Kathryn Wright (Mercer U); Christian Pham (Mercer U); Gail Morton (Mercer U);

Stephanie Miranda (Mercer U), “Digitizing Middle Georgia's History of Slavery”

8:00 to 9:00

Conference / Workshop Registration (MacLaurin A100) 

The day's events are included with your DHSI registration. If you're not registered in DHSI, you're very welcome
to join us by registering here as a Conference / Colloquium / Workshop participant. We'll have a nametag
waiting for you!

Coffee, Tea, &c? Looking for some morning coffee or tea, or a small nibble? Options and hours of operation for weekend campus
catering are available here. Mystic Market usually opens around 10.00.

9:00 to 4:00
DHSI Conference and Colloquium Sessions 
ADHO Pedagogy SIG Conference Sessions 
Right2Left Workshop Sessions

9:00 to 4:00
All Day DHSI Workshop Session (click for workshop details and free registration for DHSI participants)

55. Introduction to Machine Learning in the Digital Humanities [8-9 June; All day, each day] (David Strong
Building C124, Classroom)

9:00 to 9:10 Informal Greetings, Room Set-up (Lobby, outside Hickman 105)

Session 1 

DHSI Colloquium and Conference (Hickman 105) 
Digital Humanities & Literature, Chair: Kim O'Donnell (Simon Fraser U)

Friday, 7 June 2019 [DHSI; ADHO Pedagogy SIG Conference Opening]

Saturday, 8 June 2019 [Conference, Colloquium, and Workshop Sessions]

- Youngmin Kim (Dongguk U), “Transdiscursivity in the Convergence of Digital Humanities and World
Literature”
- Caroline Winter (U Victoria), “Digitizing Adam Smith's Literary Library”
- Kaitlyn Fralick (U Victoria); Kailey Fukushima (U Victoria); Sarah Karlson (U Victoria), “Victorian Poetry
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9:10 to 10:30 ADHO Pedagogy SIG Conference (Hickman 110) 
Chair: Katherine Faull (Bucknell U) 

Right2Left Workshop (Hickman 116) 

10:30 to 10:40 Break

10:40 to Noon

Session 2 

DHSI Colloquium and Conference (Hickman 105) 
Digital Humanities & Society, Chair: Eleanor Reed (Hastings C)

ADHO Pedagogy SIG Conference (Hickman 110) 
Chair: Laura Estill (St Francis Xavier U) 

Right2Left Workshop (Hickman 116) 

Noon to 1:10 Lunch (We recommend Mystic Market on weekends!)

1:10 to 2:30

Session 3 

DHSI Colloquium and Conference (Hickman 105) 
Digital Humanities & Community, Chair: Claire Carlin (U Victoria)

ADHO Pedagogy SIG Conference (Hickman 110) 
Chair: Chris Tănăsescu (UC Louvain) 

Right2Left Workshop (Hickman 116) 

and Progress: Encoding Echo Figures with the TEI” 
- Ashleigh McIntyre (U Newcastle), “The Language of Criticism in the Anthropocene”

 Aaron Tucker and Nada Savicevic (Ryerson U), “Write Here, Right Now: An Open Source eTextbook
for the Flipped Classroom”

 Heather McAlpine (U Fraser Valley), “Digital Meters: Using Text Encoding to Teach Literature in the
Undergraduate Classroom”

 Tiina H. Airaksinen (U Helsinki), “Digital Humanities in Cultural Studies: Creating a MOOC course for
University Students and A-Level Students”

Keynote - Nathan P. Gibson (Ludwig Maximilians U, München): "Thinking in ⅃TЯ: Reorienting the
Directional Assumptions of Global Digital Scholarship"

- Joel Zapata (Southern Methodist U), “Uncovering the Southern Plains’ Mexican American Civil Rights
Movement”
- Ayo Osisanwo (U Ibadan), “Online Newspaper Construction of Agitation for the Sovereign State of
Biafra in Nigeria”
- Joseph Jones (U British Columbia), “Testbed for an Approach to Distant Reading: Fictions That
Represent Vietnam War Resisters in Canada”
- Brendan Mackie (U California, Berkeley), “Visualizing Long-Term Cultural Change: An Example From
The Birth of Civil Society”

 Jane Jackson (Chinese U of Hong Kong), “Interrogating digital spaces for intercultural meaning-
making”

 Ryan Ikeda (UC Berkeley), “Disrupting Digital Literacy: Situating Electronic Literature Among Public
Education Initiatives”

 Christopher Church, Katherine Hepworth (U Nevada, Reno), “We’re STEAMed! A call for balancing
technical instruction and disciplinary content in the digital humanities”

 Chelsea Milbourne (Cal Poly, San Luis Obispo), “Finding the Right Fit between Technology and Class
Content: Reflections on Including Web Development in a Digital Storytelling Course”

- Edward “Eddie" Surman (Claremont Graduate U), "Qualitative Digital Text Analysis and #Right2Left
Languages: A Demonstration of Atlas.ti using the Hebrew Bible”

- Pia Russel (U Victoria); Emily Stremel (U Victoria), “Mentorship and disability: Supporting disabled
employees in digital humanities”
- Amy Lueck (Santa Clara U), “Virtually Emplacing Indigenous Memory”
- Md. Shehabul Alam (National U Bangladesh), “Integrating Library Service with Union Information and
Service Center: A Joint Initiative towards Digital Bangladesh”
- Veronica Gomez (Instituto de Humanidades y Ciencias Sociales (IHuCSo) - UNL-CONICET), “Latin
American E-literature and Location: The Nation Revisited in Electronic Literature Organization (ELO)”

 Laura Estill (St Francis Xavier U), “One Assignment, Three Ways: Assessing DH Projects in a
Literature Course”

 Felix Bayode Oke, Stella N. Kpolugbo (Anchor U Lagos), “The Multimodal Technique as a
Pedagogical Tool in Pelu Awofeso’s White Lagos: A Definitive and Visual Guide to the Eyo Festival”

 Shu Wan (U Iowa), “A digital “historical gaze” of Chinese students in Iowa, 1911-1930”
 Francesca Giannetti (Rutgers U, New Brunswick), “'So near while apart': Correspondence Editions as

Critical Library Pedagogy and Digital Humanities Methodology”

- Najla Jarkas (American U Beirut) and David Joseph Wrisley (NYU Abu Dhabi), "RTL Software
Localization and Digital Humanities: the Case Study of Translating Voyant Tools into Arabic”
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2:30 to 2:40 Break

2:40 to 4:00

Session 4 

DHSI Colloquium and Conference (Hickman 105) 
Digital Humanities & Media, Chair: Caroline Winter (U Victoria)

ADHO Pedagogy SIG Conference (Hickman 110) 
Chair: Aaron Tucker (Ryerson U) 

Right2Left Workshop (Hickman 116) 

8:00 to 5:00

DHSI Registration (MacLaurin Building, Room A100) 

The day's events are included with your DHSI registration. If you're not registered in DHSI, you're very welcome
to join us by registering here as a Conference / Colloquium / Workshop participant. We'll have a nametag
waiting for you!

Coffee, Tea, &c? Looking for some morning coffee or tea, or a small nibble? Options and hours of operation for weekend campus
catering are available here. Mystic Market usually opens around 10.00.

9:00 to 4:00

 All Day Workshop Sessions (click for workshop details and free registration for DHSI participants)

55. Introduction to Machine Learning in the Digital Humanities [8-9 June; All day, each day] (David Strong
Building C124, Classroom)

56. Pedagogy of the Digitally Oppressed: Anti-Colonial DH Methods and Praxis [9 June; All Day] (Hickman
116, Classroom)

57. Natural Language Processing and Network Coding Apps for Text & Textual Corpus Analysis in the
Humanities [9 June; All Day] (David Strong Building C114, Classroom)

9:00 to Noon

 AM Workshop Sessions (click for workshop details and free registration for DHSI participants)

59. 3D Visualization for the Humanities [9 June; AM] (Cornett A229, Classroom)
60. It’s All Relational: AbTeCʻs Indigenous Video Game Workshops as Storytelling Praxis [9 June; AM]

(Cornett A121, Classroom)
61. Spatial DH: De-Colonizing Cultural Territories Online [9 June; AM] (Clearihue D130, Classroom)
62. DIY Digital Editions: Workflow + Philosophy [9 June; AM] (Clearihue D132, Classroom)
63. Creating a CV for Digital Humanities Makers [9 June; AM] (David Strong Building C108, Classroom)

Noon to 1:00 Lunch (We recommend Mystic Market on weekends!)

1:00 to 4:00

 PM Workshop Sessions (click for workshop details and free registration for DHSI participants)

65. Indigenous Futurities in the Classroom and Beyond [9 June; PM] (Cornett A121, Classroom)
66. DHSI Knits: History of Textiles and Technology [9 June; PM] (Fine Arts 109, Classroom)
67. Book History Pedagogy Using Scalar [9 June; PM](Cornett A229, Classroom)
68. Linked Open Datafication for Humanities Scholars [9 June; PM] (McPherson Library A003, Classroom)
69. Stylo - WYSIWYM Text Editor for Humanities Scholars [9 June; PM] (McPherson Library A025,

Classroom)

After the day, many will wander to Cadboro Bay and the pub at Smuggler's Cove OR the other direction to
Shelbourne Plaza and Maude Hunter's Pub OR even into the city for a bite to eat.

- Olivia Wikle (U Idaho), “Listening with Our Eyes: Using Topic Modeling, Text Analysis, and Sound
Studies Methodologies to Explore Literary Soundscapes”
- Olin Bjork (U Houston-Downton), “Dramatic Redundancy: Interactive Transcripts and Multimodal
Performance Editions”
- Ashleigh Cassemere-Stanfield (U Chicago), “Sonifying Hamlet and Reading the Room”

 Youngmin Kim (Dongguk U), “Teaching Digital Humanities and World Literature in Class”
 Alice Fleerackers, Juan Pablo Alperin, Esteban Morales, Remi Kalir (Simon Fraser U, U Colorado

Denver), “Online annotations in the classroom: How, why, and what do students learn from annotating
course material?”

 Andie Silva (York C and Graduate Center, CUNY), “Keeping it Local: Undergraduate DH as Feminist
Practice”

- Joanna Byszuk (Institute of Polish Language, Polish Academy of Sciences, Warsaw/Computational
Stylistics Group) and Alexey Khismatulin (Institute of Oriental Manuscripts, Russian Academy of
Sciences, Saint Petersburg), "Attribution of Authorship for Medieval Persian Quasidas with Stylometry”
- Ilan Benattar (New York U), "#Right2Left Biblical Translations in Jewish Textual History: Case Studies
in Judeo-Arabic and Judeo-Spanish"

Sunday, 9 June 2019 [Workshop Sessions]

Monday, 10 June 2019
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Your hosts for the week are Ray Siemens and Jannaya Friggstad Jensen.

7:45 to 8:15 DHSI Last-minute Registration (MacLaurin A100)

8:30 to 10:00 Welcome, Orientation, and Instructor Overview (MacLaurin A144)

10:15 to Noon

 Classes in Session (click for details and locations)

28. [Foundations] Text Encoding Fundamentals and their Application (Digital Scholarship Commons,
McPherson Library A308, Classroom)

29. [Foundations] Understanding The Predigital Book: Technologies of Inscription (McPherson Library A003,
Classroom)

30. [Foundations] Databases for Digital Humanists (McPherson Library 210, Classroom)
32. [Foundations] Music Encoding Fundamentals and their Applications (Clearihue A030, Lab)
33. Digital Storytelling (Cornett A120, Classroom)
34. Text Mapping as Modelling (Clearihue D131, Classroom)
35. Stylometry with R: Computer-Assisted Analysis of Literary Texts (Clearihue A102, Lab)
36. Open Access and Open Social Scholarship (Clearihue D130, Classroom)
37. Digital Games as Tools for Scholarly Research, Communication and Pedagogy (Cornett A229,

Classroom)
38. Queer Digital Humanities (David Strong Building C114, Classroom)
39. Parsing and Writing XML with Python (Clearihue A108, Lab)
40. Introduction to Electronic Literature in DH: Research and Practice (Cornett A128, Classroom)
41. Surveillance and the Critical Digital Humanities (David Strong Building C108, Classroom)
42. Text Analysis with Python and the Natural Language ToolKit (Clearihue A103, Lab)
43. Creating LAMP Infrastructure for Digital Humanities Projects (Human and Social Development A170, Lab)
44. Processing Humanities Multimedia (Human and Social Development A150, Lab)
46. Digital Humanities Pedagogy: Integration in the Curriculum (Cornett A121, Classroom)
47. Accessibility & Digital Environments (Priestly Law Library 265, Classroom)
48. Agile Project Management (Cornett A132, Classroom/Lab)
49. XPath for Processing XML and Managing Projects (Clearihue A105, Lab)
50. Endings: How to End (and Archive) your Digital Project (Priestly Law Library 192, Classroom)
51. Text Processing - Techniques & Traditions (McPherson Library A025, Classroom)
52. Introduction to Humanities Data Analysis & Visualization in R (HDA) (Human and Social Development

A160, Lab)
53. Introduction to Network Analysis in the Digital Humanities (Clearihue D132, Classroom)

12:15 to 1:15

Lunch break / Unconference Coordination Session (MacLaurin A144) 
(Grab a sandwich and come on down!) 

"Mystery" Lunches

1:30 to 4:00 Classes in Session

4:10 to 5:00

 Institute Lecture: Angel David Nieves (San Diego State U): "3D Mapping and Forensic Traces of Testimony:
Documenting Apartheid-Era Crimes Through the Digital Humanities" 
Chair: Constante Crompton (U Ottawa) 
(MacLaurin A144)

Abstract: In 1989 the killing of a queer, 14-year-old youth in Winnie Mandela's house named Stompie Seipei (an
event that few in South Africa are willing to recall, let alone discuss, in any detail) -- is perhaps one of the most
glaring examples where the queer and activist community was suppressed or erased from anti-
apartheid/liberation histories. Digital humanities may actually help both reconstruct and recover a history that is
still very early in the telling, despite what is commonly believed about the liberation struggle and the
contributions of queer activists in the dismantling of apartheid. Perhaps it could explain why a youth such as
Seipei was killed -- or at the very least, provide a more complex and messy narrative that permits one to know
more how the history of queer anti-apartheid activists was suppressed. This talk outlines a methodology for
"messy thinking and writing" in the digital humanities that -- through a queer and feminist intersectional
framework -- permits a more complex layering of oral histories and 3D historical reconstructions. 

5:00 to 6:00 Reception (University Club)

9:00 to Noon Classes in Session

12:15 to 1:15
Lunch break / Unconference 

"Mystery" Lunches

Tuesday, 11 June 2019
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1:30 to 4:00 Classes in Session

4:15 to 5:15

 DHSI Conference and Colloquium Lightning Talk Session 4 (MacLaurin A144) 
Chair: Lindsey Seatter (U Victoria)

Ashley Caranto Morford (U Toronto); Kush Patel (U Michigan); Arun Jacob (McMaster U), “#OurDHIs anti-
colonial: Questions and challenges in dismantling colonial influences in digital humanities pedagogy”

Julia King (U Bergen), “Developing Network Visualizations of Syon Abbey's Books, 1415-1539”
Luis Meneses (ETCL; U Victoria), “Identifying Changes in the Political Environment in Ecuador”
Alicia Brown (Texas Christian U), “Digital Cartography of the Ancient World”
Laura Horak (Carleton U), “Building the Transgender Media Portal”
Andrew Boyles Peterson (Michigan State U), “Last Mile Tracking: Implications of Rental Scooter Surveillance”

6:00 to 8:00 DHSI Newcomer's Gathering (Grad House Restaurant, Graduate Student Centre) 
Come down, buy meal and a beverage, and make some new friends!

9:00 to Noon Classes in Session

12:15 to 1:15

Lunch break / Unconference 

"Mystery" Lunches 

 Presentation: An Introduction Jupyter Notebooks for Researchers (MacLaurin A144)

This presentation introduces Jupyter Notebooks for researchers, via a partnership between Compute Canada
and the Pacific Institute for the Mathematical Sciences (PIMS) including a large number of Canadian institutions.
Read more here . Presenting is James Colliander, PIMS Director and team.

1:30 to 4:00 Classes in Session

4:15 to 5:15

 DHSI Conference and Colloquium Lightning Talk Session 5 (MacLaurin A144) 
Chair: Lindsey Seatter (U Victoria)

Ashleigh Cassemere-Stanfield (U Chicago), “Critical Editions for Digital Analysis and Research Project
(CEDAR): Shakespeare Digital Variorum”

Calin Murgu (New College of Florida), “Putting local metadata to strategic use: A Dashboard for visualizing 60
years of theses metadata”

Jason Lajoie (U Waterloo), “Queer Critical Making and the Logic of Control”
John Barber (Washington State U), “Zambezi River Bridge”
Kent Emerson (U Wisconsin-Madison), “Digital Mappa and the George Moses Horton Project”

6:00 to 7:00

"Half Way There (yet again)!" [An Informal, Self-Organized Birds of a Feather Get-Together] (Felicitas, Student
Union Building) 
Bring your DHSI nametag and enjoy your first tipple on us! [A great opportunity for an interest group meet-up
....]

9:00 to Noon Classes in Session

12:15 to 1:15

Lunch break / Unconference 

"Mystery" Lunches 

[Instructor lunch meeting]

1:30 to 4:00 Classes in Session

4:10 to 5:00

 Institute Lecture: Karina van Dalen-Oskam (Huygens Institute and U Amsterdam; Alliance of Digital
Humanities Organizations): “The Riddle of Literary Quality: Some Answers” 
Chair: Aaron Mauro (Penn State, Behrend C) 
(MacLaurin A144)

Abstract: What is literature, and can you measure it? That is the key question of the project The Riddle of
Literary Quality. “The Riddle” is a research project of the Huygens Institute for the History of the Netherlands
(Amsterdam) in collaboration with the Fryske Akademy (Leeuwarden) and the Institute for Logic, Language and
Computation (University of Amsterdam). The Riddle combines computational analysis of writing style with the
results of a large online survey of readers, completed by almost 14,000 participants. In my talk, I will go into

Wednesday, 12 June 2019

Thursday, 13 June 2019
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some of the main results of the project.

9:00 to Noon Classes in Session

12:15 to 1:15 Lunch Reception / Course E-Exhibits (MacLaurin A100)

1:30 to 2:00 Closing, DHSI in Review (MacLaurin A144)

Friday, 14 June 2019

Contact info:
institut@uvic.ca P: 250-472-5401 F: 250-472-5681

https://www.uvic.ca/home/about/campus-info/maps/maps/mac.php
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Digital Humanities Summer Institute 
June 10 - 14, 2019 
Instructors: Bonnie (Bo) Ruberg & Jamie Howe 
 
 

Queer Digital Humanities: Course Plan 
 
Course description (updated for 2019): 
 
Queerness and the digital humanities share a common ethos: a desire to make meaning in new ways. 
Indeed, the intersection of DH and queerness is a site of rich potential that can inspire (and challenge) us 
to think differently about DH, its methods, its purpose, and its politics. This is true whether we are building 
a DH project or writing DH critique. 
 
This course draws from readings, discussions, interactive exercises, visits by and with guest speakers, 
and collaborative hands-on making projects to explore a variety of questions about queerness and DH. 
What does DH bring to queer studies? What does queer studies bring to DH? How might a queer DH 
project serve social justice? How can we develop DH projects that are queer in their design? What might 
it mean to queer DH itself? How can we understand DH as already queer?  
 
This course values self-reflection, intersectional perspectives, and cultural critique. It addresses the 
challenges and frictions facing those who do queer DH work. What are the obstacles for queer DH within 
larger structures of academia and funding? Is there a tension between the prominent push for 
skill-building within DH and queer studies’ critiques of neoliberalism? When do the norms of DH 
themselves run counter to the values of queerness? 
 
Our readings will address topics that fall under the wide umbrella of the “digital humanities,” including (but 
not limited to) data visualization, classification systems, programming languages, video games, mapping 
and geography, online archives, and tangible computing. We will also engage with queer communities at 
and around the University of Victoria by visiting the Trans Archive. We bring to this course an 
understanding that LGBT/queer people, identities, and histories are multiple and complex. We strive to 
foster thinking about queerness and DH that engages meaningfully with issues of race, class, disability, 
nationality, religion, and indigenous rights. 
 
Overall course structure: 

- Each day is broken into morning and afternoon classes (except Friday, which is only morning) 
- Mornings are dedicated to discussion, springboarding from readings 
- Afternoons are used for hands-on activities that put knowledge into practice 
- On Friday afternoon, students will present original projects exploring queerness in/through DH  

 
Suggested (optional) pre-class reading: 

- Ruberg, Bonnie; Boyd, Jason; Howe; Jamie. “Toward a Queer Digital Humanities.” In Bodies of 
Information: Intersectional Feminism and Digital Humanities, Elizabeth Losh and Jacque 
Wernimont editors. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2018. 

 
 
 

SCHEDULE & READING LIST 
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MONDAY: Queerness, intersectionality, & the digital humanities 
 
Morning discussion topics: 
 

- General introduction to topics of the course 
- What do we talk about when we talk about “queerness?” 
- Intersectional approaches to the digital humanities 
- Resonances and tensions between queerness and the digital humanities 

 
Readings: 
 

1. Bailey, Moya, Cong-Huyen, Anne, Lothian, Alexis, Phillips, Amanda. “Reflections on a Movement: 
#transformDH Growing up.” In Debates in the Digital Humanities, Matthew K. Gold and Lauren 
Klein, editors. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2016. 

2. Eng, David L., Judith Halberstam, and José Esteban Muñoz. "Introduction: What’s Queer About 
Queer Studies Now?” Social text 23.3-4 (84-85) (2005): 1-17. 

3. Risam, Roopika. “Beyond the Margins: Intersectionality and the Digital Humanities.” Digital 
Humanities Quarterly 9, no. 2 (2015). 

4. Tara McPherson, “Why Are the Digital Humanities So White? Or Thinking the Histories of Race 
and Computation.” In Debates in the Digital Humanities, Matthew K. Gold editor. Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 2012. 

5. Tongsen, Karen. “Queer.” In Keywords for Media Studies, Laurie Ouellette and Jonathan Gray, 
editors. New York: New York University Press, 2017. 

 
Afternoon activity:  
 

- Guest speakers join group for discussion of intersectional issues related to race, postcolonialism, 
and indigeneity 

 
TUESDAY: Queer computing, queering computing 
 
Morning discussion topics: 
 

- Queerness in the history of computing 
- What would it mean to queer computing, i.e. an operating system or a programming language? 
- How is computing itself straight vs. queer and/or can computing be done queerly? 

 
Readings: 
 

6. Barnett, Fiona, Zach Blas, micha cardenas, Jacob Gaboury, Jessica Marie Johnson, and 
Margaret Rhee. “QueerOS: A User’s Manual.” In Debates in the Digital Humanities 2016, eds. 
Matthew Gold & Lauren F. Klein. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2016. 

7. Bellotti, Marianne. “The Land Before Binary.” Medium, June 9, 2018. 
8. Gaboury, Jacob. “A Queer History of Computing.” Rhizome.org. February 19-June 18, 2013. 
9. Jackson, Gerald Stephen. “Transcoding Sexuality: Computational Performativity and Queer Code 

Practices.” QED: A Journal in GLBTQ Worldmaking, no 4:2 (summer 2017): 1-25. 
10. Keeling, Kara. “Queer OS.” Cinema Journal 53, no. 2 (winter 2014): 152-7. 
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Afternoon activity:  
 

- Class visit to the UVIC Trans Archives 
 
WEDNESDAY: Queer taxonomies of knowledge 
 
Morning discussion topics: 
 

- Queerness in catalogs, categorizing systems, and libraries 
- Queer archives and the “mess” 
- Queer approaches to data; data on queer lives 
- Queer modes of meaning-making, i.e. translating information into meaning  

 
Readings: 
 

11. Adler, Melissa. “Introduction: A Book Is Being Catalogued.” In Cruising the Library: Perversities in 
the Organization of Knowledge. New York: Fordham University Press, 2017. 

12. Drabinski, Emily. “Queering the Catalog: Queer Theory and the Politics of Correction.” The 
Library Quarterly, vol 83, no 2, April 2013, pp 94-111. 

13. Gieseking, Jen Jack. “Size Matters to Lesbians, Too: Queer Interventions into the Scale of Big 
Data.” The Professional Geographer, 70:1 (2018), 150-156. 

14. Manalansan IV, Martin F. "The ‘Stuff’ of Archives: Mess, Migration, and Queer Lives." Radical 
History Review 2014.120 (2014): 94-107. 

15. Schwartz, Michelle Schwartz and Crompton, Constance Crompton. “Remaking History: Lesbian 
Feminist Historical Methods.” In Bodies of Information: Intersectional Feminism and Digital 
Humanities, Elizabeth Losh and Jacque Wernimont editors. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 
Press, 2018. 
 

Afternoon activity:  
 

- Hands on with a queer digital archive: interactive activity with The Grit and Glamour of Queer LA 
Subculture and Transgender Usenet Archive 

 
THURSDAY: Queerness video games, play, and design for social justice 
 
Morning discussion topics: 
 

- Connections between video games and the digital humanities 
- Queer game studies; LGBTQ issues in video games; playfulness and queerness 
- Lessons from games about queer design of computational systems and material interfaces 

 
Readings: 

 
16. Chang, Edmond Y. “Playing as Making.” In Disrupting the Digital Humanities, edited by Dorothy 

Kim and Jesse Stommel. Punctum Books, 2018. 
17. Clark, Naomi. “What Is Queerness in Games, Anyways?” In Queer Game Studies, edited by 

Bonnie Ruberg and Adrienne Shaw. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2017. 

3 



18. Engel, Maureen. “Perverting Play: Theorizing a Queer Game Mechanic.” Television & New Media 
18:4 (2017): 351-360. 

19. Marcotte, Jess. “Queering Control(lers) Through Reflective Game Design Practices.” Game 
Studies 18:3 (December 2018). 

20. Ruberg, Bonnie. “Queer Indie Video Games as an Alternative Digital Humanities.” American 
Quarterly 70:3 (September, 2018): 417-438. 

 
Afternoon activity:  
 

- Creating playful systems for social critique using Emotica and paper game prototyping 
 
FRIDAY: Trans experiences with digital media and data 
 
Morning discussion topics: 
 

- The place of trans studies within queer studies 
- Histories of discussions around trans-ness and tech 
- Trans experiences through digital technologies of information 
- Trans-ness and data; trans-ness and computation 

 
Readings: 
 

21. cárdenas, micha. “The Android Goddess Declaration.” In Bodies of Information: Intersectional 
Feminism and Digital Humanities, Elizabeth Losh and Jacque Wernimont editors. Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 2018. 

22. Dame, Aver. “Making a Name for Yourself: Tagging as Transgender Ontological Practice on 
Tumblr.” Critical Studies in Media Communication, 33:1 (2016), 23-37. 

23. Ellison, Treva, Green, Kai M., Richardson, Matt, and Snorton, C. Riley. “We Got Issues: Toward a 
Black Trans*/Studies.” Transgender Studies Quarterly (2017) 4 (2): 162-169. 

24. Keegan, Cael. “Getting Disciplined: What’s Trans* About Queer Studies Now?” Journal of 
Homosexuality (2018). 

25. Sundén, Jenny. “On Trans-, Glitch, and Gender as Machinery of Failure.”  First Monday 20 no. 4 
(2015): n.p. 

 
Afternoon activity:  
 

- No class Friday afternoon -- present student projects 
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 part iI ][ Chapter 8

Toward a Queer Digital Humanities

Bon nie Ruberg, Jason Boyd, and James Howe

Where is the queerness in the digital humanities? In one sense, queer stud-
ies and the digital humanities (DH) share a common ethos: a commit-
ment to exploring new ways of thinking and to challenging accepted 

paradigms of meaning- making. At the same time, as scholars like J. S. Bianco have 
argued, many of the data- driven initiatives that have earned DH its most visible 
accolades eschew rather than engage topics of difference and identity.1 Though a 
number of queer studies and digital humanities scholars have already begun bring-
ing queer perspectives to DH, much of this work remains marginal within the 
larger DH field. Yet the intersection of queer thinking and the digital humani-
ties, like the intersection of feminism or critical race theory and DH, is a site of 
rich potential. Digital tools have the unique capacity to make visible the histories 
of queer representation and issues affecting queer communities. Simultaneously, 
queer studies brings to the digital humanities a set of intersectional, conceptual 
frameworks that challenge DH scholars to reflect on the politics of their research 
as well as the implications of their methodologies. Locating the queerness in the 
digital humanities is a crucial piece of a larger call for an increased critical engage-
ment with culture in DH. This work foregrounds social justice and looks to queer 
subjecthood, queer desire, and queer world- building as guideposts in the move-
ment toward a digital humanities that values social critique as much as computa-
tion and people as much as data.

“Queer” is a word with a long history and a complexity of meaning. From its 
origins as a pejorative, it has been reclaimed in recent decades by academic and 
popular communities alike. At its most basic, “queer” operates as an umbrella term: 
a marker of identity differentiated from “gay” or “LGBT” in that it encompasses all 
non- normative expressions of sexuality or gender (Grace, Hill, Johnson, and Lewis). 
Not every person whose identities fall within this category identifies as queer, how-
ever, and “queer” itself is a contested term. Within the context of queer studies, the 
concept of queerness has been interpreted and reinterpreted in manifold ways. From 
across the work of generations of queer theorists, queerness has emerged as a way of 
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being that is complex and contradictory: at once joyful and destructive, hopeful and 
fierce. Queerness resists the logics of heteronormative hegemony. “Queer” can also 
act as a verb: to queer is to destabilize, to subvert, or to unearth queer desire beneath 
the surface. Amplifying a long- standing thread within queer theory of attending to 
the interplays between queerness and race, contemporary queer studies scholars 
are increasingly considering queerness within an intersectional context, addressing 
how queer issues are interwoven with questions of race and ethnicity, class, socio-
economics, and disability (Chen; McRuer; Muñoz). In a fundamental sense, how-
ever, what unifies uses of “queer” is that the word still contains at its heart a basic 
desire to live life, and to understand life, “otherwise” (Halberstam, “Queer Art,” 2). At 
the same time, queerness is not an abstract concept. Even when it is applied concep-
tually, queerness is still rooted in the embodied realities of queer subjects.

This essay offers our vision for a “queer digital humanities,” that is, a digital 
humanities that is invested in queer issues and has queer thinking at its core. Our 
goal is not to dictate what forms this queer digital humanities must take. Rather, 
starting from a survey of existing queer DH scholarship, our goal is to suggest ways 
forward, to open up queerness in the digital humanities as a space of possibility. 
We are far from alone in calling for an increased investment in social criticism in 
DH (e.g., Bailey; Crompton, Siemens, Arbuckle, and INKE; Koh; Liu), and others 
before us, such as Kara Keeling in her writing on a “Queer OS,” have explored ways 
in which queerness might reimagine the cultural narratives that surround compu-
tational technologies. Our intervention is to build from this work in order to argue 
for positioning queerness as a central element of DH methodologies. When we 
ask, “Where is the queerness in the digital humanities?,” we are also asking, “What 
might it mean to do the work of the digital humanities queerly?” The authors of this 
article approach this question from a variety of research backgrounds. In addition 
to being digital humanists, together we represent perspectives from game studies, 
queer studies, literary studies, digital librarianship, and critical making. We believe 
that queerness can function as a force to destabilize and restructure the way that 
DH scholarship is done across these fields. The vision of a queer digital humani-
ties that we propose is at once conceptual and pragmatic. For us, moving toward 
a queer digital humanities means valuing queer lives and embracing a queer ethos 
but also addressing actionable, concrete ways that queerness can shift how the work 
of DH is done.

The stakes of arguing for the place of queerness in the digital humanities are 
palpable and present. At a time when harassment in digital spaces has been elevated 
to new peaks of vitriol, those who speak out for the importance of thinking about 
gender, sexuality, and structures of oppression in relation to the digital humanities 
have found themselves the targets of reactionary backlash. As are discussions of data 
and computation more broadly, DH tools are commonly imagined to be apoliti-
cal. Archives, visualizations, and other interfaces created by digital humanists often 
understand themselves as direct windows onto knowledge, offering democratizing 
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access to objective truths. Data, so the saying goes, don’t lie. As feminist scholars 
of digital cultures know well, however, computational tools have profound political 
implications. Interfaces structure meaning; visualizations craft interpretation. Any 
discussions of technology must account for problems of access, both to devices and 
to education. We believe that this is a crucial time for bringing queer perspectives 
to the digital humanities, specifically because this is a moment of change. The reach 
of DH extends farther than ever before. This is therefore a time in which DH meth-
odologies and technologies are both proliferating and codifying, making this an 
important moment of intervention. At the same time, pushing DH to engage more 
deeply with queerness has a wider relevance in contemporary conversations about 
difference, which are proliferating both in today’s popular discourse and within our 
own academic disciplines. Far more than a niche issue within the digital humani-
ties, queerness can serve as a beacon guiding us toward change and a new way for-
ward within DH more broadly.

Queer Subject Matter in the Digital Humanities

We begin by addressing this question: where is the queerness in the digital humani-
ties? Or, rather, where could it be? The most immediately apparent way in which 
the digital humanities can engage with queerness is by directly addressing issues 
relating to LGBTQ subjects. Indeed, a handful of initiatives of this sort have been 
undertaken in recent years— but such projects, while illuminating, remain limited 
in number. Nonetheless, it is important that we account for this research within our 
framework for a queer digital humanities precisely because it grounds the types of 
conceptual thinking we expand on below in the lived experiences of LGBTQ com-
munities, histories, and struggles.

Of the existing digital humanities projects that directly address queer issues, 
some use established DH practices, such as archiving and generating visualizations, 
to make information regarding queer artistic and political lineages more widely 
available. The Lesbian and Gay Liberation in Canada project, for example, presents 
users with an interactive online map that highlights key events and locations in 
Canadian lesbian and gay rights activism between 1964 and 1981 (lglc.ca). Through 
this map, the project brings queer history to life, reanimating it via dynamic digi-
tal interfaces. Other archival projects have used DH tools to invite users to explore 
LGBTQ counterhistories. The Centre for Digital Humanities at Ryerson Universi-
ty’s Texting Wilde initiative aims to create a web- based archive of texts that docu-
ment the pre- 1945 biographical discourse surrounding Oscar Wilde. Rather than 
collecting Wilde’s writings themselves, Texting Wilde enumerates the debates that 
shaped this early period of Wilde scholarship. In this way, the archive allows visitors 
to understand the constructed and shifting nature of the narratives that have long 
positioned Wilde’s same- sex desire as a defining element of his work. A project like 
Texting Wilde uses digital humanities methodologies to increase engagement with 
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the queer literary canon, but it also queers the notion of biography itself. It lays bare 
the process by which meaning has been made from Wilde’s life and restores multipli-
city to the complexity of lived experience. In this way, such a project gestures toward 
the queer potential of archiving itself as a practice that challenges concise, mono-
lithic, and often hegemonic interpretations of knowledge.

Other digital humanities projects that speak directly to LGBTQ issues include 
those that address queer subjects through their exploration of social discourse, their 
interest in pedagogy, or their creative engagement with the cultural implications 
of technology. Berkeley’s #Identity project, for instance, explores the meanings 
and effects of common Twitter hashtags that relate to issues of diversity, including 
the commonly used homophobic hashtag #nohomo (De Kosnik and Feldman). 
Edmond Chang has written about queer digital pedagogy, which he describes as 
“finding, creating, and playing with multimodal and polyamorous questions, algo-
rithms, archives, and artifacts, analog and digital, flesh- to- flesh and virtual” and 
which “asks teachers and students, readers and writers, makers and players to be 
perverse, to be critical and reparative, to invest in these queer sites and moments 
with ‘fascination and love’ ” (Chang). Meanwhile, artist Zach Blas addressed queer-
ness directly through critical making with his Queer Technologies project (2007– 
2012), on which he later collaborated with micha cárdenas. As explained by Blas 
and cárdenas, Queer Technologies is “an organization that produces a product 
line for queer technology agency, intervention, and social intervention” (Blas and 
cárdenas, 3). The project is constituted of a series of installations, art objects, and a 
“queer programming anti- language”: a suite of creations that explore the relation-
ship between queerness and technology. We will discuss Queer Technologies at 
greater length below. Here, we point to these examples of digital humanities work 
that directly engages with LGBTQ issues in order to demonstrate some of the varied 
modes of understanding that DH has already brought to the field of queer studies.

As we review this selection of existing work at the intersection of DH and queer 
studies, we also look for scholarly models that might inspire future digital humani-
ties research focused on LGBTQ subject matter. Two related, emerging areas of 
research constitute productive areas for further exploration: feminist digital human-
ities and queer video games. Feminist DH work, and especially the efforts of the 
Fembot and FemTechNet collectives, has demonstrated how the digital humani-
ties can speak directly to intersectional concerns of social justice. Such work both 
uses DH tools to address cultural questions of gender and turns a critical eye to the 
relationship between gender and privilege in the digital humanities itself (see Wer-
nimont). Thus, feminist DH scholarship functions as an argument that technol-
ogy, while imbued with problems of discrimination and difference, can nonetheless 
become a powerful platform for critiquing dominant norms— an application that 
must also be central to a queer digital humanities.

Though it has largely been articulated outside of the discourse of DH, the bur-
geoning field of queer game studies also shares much with the queer DH we are 
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imagining. Queer game studies has emerged from collaborations between queer 
theorists, game studies scholars, and queer game designers. While scholars and cul-
tural commentators have published work on gender and sexuality in video games 
since the 1990s, queer game studies has come together as a research paradigm more 
recently, energized by the annual Queerness and Games Conference and a concur-
rent, ongoing wave of independent, personal games made by queer designers like 
Anna Anthropy, merritt kopas, and Mattie Brice (Ruberg and Shaw). One of the 
things that makes queer games studies and what might loosely be called the queer 
games “movement” particularly notable is it foregrounds building dialogues across 
disciplines and modes of critique (Ruberg). At events like GaymerX, the LGBTQ 
fan convention, game studies scholars present to nonacademic crowds; simultane-
ously, game designers perform incisive deconstructions of heteronormative culture 
through their use of ludic systems. Games culture has long been a hostile space for 
those perceived as “different,” and contemporary online harassment campaigns have 
made that hostility all the more palpable. Work in the area of queer games brings 
with it a vibrancy and an immediacy that demonstrate how technological tools 
can foreground social justice in discussions of queer issues. As the work of these 
related fields demonstrates, the combination of digital media and queer perspectives 
demonstrably has the capacity to enliven, enrich, and challenge dominant thinking 
around both technology and queerness itself.

It perhaps goes without saying that, moving forward, we hope to see more dig-
ital humanities projects that engage explicitly with LGBTQ issues. Following from 
the initiatives discussed here, such projects could document LGBTQ histories, aug-
ment the study of LGBTQ lives, offer insight into social phenomena of relevance 
to LGBTQ communities, prompt instructors to bring the study of LGBTQ issues 
to life through digital humanities platforms, or explore the place of LGBTQ per-
spectives in technology through creative making practices. Inspired by the work of 
feminist DH, such work could also turn a critical eye on the place of LGBTQ sub-
jects within the field of the digital humanities and the institutions through which 
DH functions. Additionally, in the vein of queer game studies, work in this area 
could expand through collaboration between scholars and media makers. Before we 
move into our discussion of queerness in relation to DH methodologies, we linger 
here for a moment to underscore the importance of representing LGBTQ subjects 
in the digital humanities. Queerness offers invaluable conceptual frameworks, but 
a queer digital humanities represents far more than a set of concepts. DH can and 
must do more to directly address issues faced by those who are marginalized— not 
despite the fact that, but precisely because, digital fields have long been problematic 
spaces for those who live life otherwise. For much of their history, these fields (such 
as computer science, video games, and humanities computing) have been implicitly 
structured as white, male, heteronormative spaces. As Whitney Phillips has shown 
in her study of online trolling, This Is Why We Can’t Have Nice Things, abuse per-
formed through online communication platforms is not a social aberration, but 
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in fact reflects dominant cultural values. In the wake of #GamerGate, a number of 
essays in the State of Play collection (Goldberg and Larsson) examined the hostil-
ity against females, persons of color, and queer gamers that continues to pervade 
games culture. Antifeminist hostility even finds a voice in scholarly forums like the 
Humanities, Arts, Science, and Technology Alliance and Collaboratory (HASTAC) 
comment threads, as shown by the heated response to Arielle Schlesinger’s blog post 
about feminist programming languages, discussed more below. Given this back-
drop, it is important for us to remember that even as we call for DH scholars to 
increase their engagement with queerness, queer subjects working in the digital 
humanities face real risks in pushing the field in more inclusive directions.

Queer DH Methodologies: Inspiration from Existing Work

While queer studies can usefully employ DH tools and practices to produce schol-
arship focused on queer subjects, it is also important to examine how queer theory 
can inform current and future digital humanities methodologies. One of the key 
areas of debate in DH is the role that computing plays in differentiating DH from 
other modes of humanities scholarship. Some have argued that the digital human-
ities’ narrow focus on computation has led the field to imagine itself, suppos-
edly like computation itself, as free from concerns of economics, race, gender, and 
sexuality. As Alan Liu observes, “While digital humanists develop tools, data, and 
metadata critically  .  .  . rarely do they extend their critique to the full register of 
society, economics, politics, or culture. How the digital humanities advances, chan-
nels, or resists today’s great postindustrial, neoliberal, corporate, and global flows 
of information- cum- capital is thus a question rarely heard in the digital humani-
ties” (Liu, web).

Liu goes on to argue that DH must develop a “methodological infrastructure” 
that unites computational and cultural criticism. Similarly, Roopika Risam, in her 
essay on intersectionality in DH, suggests four areas in which the digital humani-
ties need to develop in order to create a more inclusive and socially engaged stan-
dard of practice: “cultivating a diverse community,” “acknowledging inclusions and 
exclusions in data,” applying “theoretical models that position intersectionality as 
an already existing but oft- overlooked part of computation,” and developing sys-
tems “for understanding the ways difference [or lack thereof] shapes digital prac-
tices” (Risam). Liu’s and Risam’s critiques make it clear that currently dominant DH 
methodologies are not sufficient for the development of a queerly inflected digital 
humanities. The last two areas of development mentioned by Risam (theoretical 
models in which to identify existing intersectionalities and systems for understand-
ing how difference shapes computation) are of particular interest to the present 
project. They suggest a queer DH praxis that is distinguished from mainstream 
DH through its conceptual models— models that can usefully be informed by 
queer theory. To draw from key questions that queer theory has asked in literary 
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and historical studies, how can we discover, uncover, and recover the queerness 
(in its various intersectional manifestations) in computation, as well the effects 
that queerness has had on computing and the potential effects it could have in 
the future? To date, this praxis has taken the form of speculating on the intercon-
nected histories of queerness and computing, imagining the queering of the fun-
damental structures of computing technologies, conceptualizing queerness itself 
as a technology, exploring the queerness of code, and utilizing concepts of “spec-
ulative computing” to enact queer work.

A number of these existing works can help us think about queer methodologies 
for DH. A generative starting point is Kara Keeling’s “Queer OS,” which outlines the 
properties of an imagined queer operating system that itself offers new frameworks 
for making sense of society and identity. In Keeling’s formulation, inspired by Tara 
McPherson, Queer OS is “a project at the interfaces of queer theory, new media 
studies, and technology studies” that structures itself around the logics of queer-
ness (153). Keeling’s Queer OS, should it exist, would understand cultural phenom-
ena like “race, gender, class, citizenship, and ability . . . to be mutually constitutive 
with sexuality and with media and information technologies.” Keeling continues: 
“Queer OS names a way of thinking and acting with, about, through, among, and at 
times even in spite of new media technologies and other phenomena of mediation. 
It insists upon forging and facilitating uncommon, irrational, imaginative, and/or 
unpredictable relationships” between human subjects and digital media (154). As 
a launching point for imagining queer DH methodologies, Keeling’s Queer OS can 
be read as an imperative for queer DH scholars to embrace the complex and often 
contradictory tangle of intersectional investigation. It also directs DH researchers 
more generally to understand computing not as outside of social issues but rather 
as shaping and indeed being shaped by cultural determinants.

In addition to informing our vision of a queer digital humanities, Keeling’s essay 
has inspired others to interrogate the intersection of queerness and DH. In their 
2016 piece, “Queer OS: A User’s Manual,” Barnett and colleagues take up Keeling’s 
call to conceptualize a Queer OS, which, the authors point out, “remains a largely 
speculative project” (50). However, as the authors themselves point out, the specu-
lative operations of the queer system shouldn’t necessarily conform to conventional 
notions of functionality. To the contrary, they state,

[Our goal] is to engage with the challenge of understanding queerness today 
as  operating on and through digital media and the digital humanities. Our 
intervention therefore seeks to address what we perceive as a lack of queer, 
trans, and racial analysis in the digital humanities, as well as the challenges of 
imbricating queer/trans/racialized lives and building digital/technical architec-
tures that do not replicate existing systems of oppression. As such this is a spec-
ulative proposition for a technical project that does not yet exist and may never 
come to exist, a project that does not yet function and may never function. (51)
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The “user’s manual” the essay provides is a provocative queer reimagining of what 
form and role various key components in digital computing (such as interfaces, 
applications, and memory) might take, with “each component given a poetical and 
theoretical description of its features and limitations” (50). While these descrip-
tions inspire the reader to imagine a potential future in which computing is 
more in line with the ethos of queerness, some readers may ask where, in the 
present, we might identify the beginning points that might lead us toward a con-
crete instantiation of a Queer OS and, along with it, a queer DH. DH practitioners 
who are themselves queer and therefore potentially marginalized subjects work-
ing within the reward and accreditation structures of contemporary academia 
may feel that they need to produce work of a more tangible sort than “theoreti-
cal vapourware, speculative potentialware, ephemeral praxis” (51). These indi-
viduals may wish to (or feel the need to) develop computing technology that 
shares meaningful connections with this theoretical work but that does not itself 
embody “an unreliable system full of precarity” with an “inherent instability,” 
given the already precarious position of many queer subjects within the digital 
humanities (54).

In order to further explore the trajectories along which queer DH might unfold, 
we turn next to three of the scholarly works from which Keeling draws. The first 
is Jacob Gaboury’s series of articles titled “A Queer History of Computing.” One 
question that vexes the development of a queer DH is how to theorize the relation-
ship between queerness and the ways in which computing itself can enact queer 
erasure. In his piece, Gaboury addresses this tension through a discussion of Alan 
Turing and other figures from the history of computing whom Turing influenced. 
Though Turing is considered to be a central figure in the development of modern 
computing, rarely have conceptualizations of his work overlapped with discussions 
of his queerness or the injustices he suffered at the hands of the British govern-
ment. Gaboury recognizes that any claims about a direct correlation between Tur-
ing’s sexuality and his theories of computation would be problematic. To posit that 
the former “inspired” the latter would be simplistic, says Gaboury, yet to conclude 
that no relationship exists between the two “parses what is technologically signif-
icant in such a way so as to exclude the personal, the emotional, and the sexual” 
(Gaboury). Faced with the problem of articulating how the sexual signifies within 
the technological, Gaboury traces historical connections between a community of 
queer figures who played key roles in the early history of computing. Though it 
remains unclear what direct effects sexuality may have had on their work, Gaboury 
finds value in refiguring their production through a “speculative history” that fore-
grounds the oft- elided place of queerness. This type of fabrication (i.e., speculation) 
resonates in unexpected ways with the digital humanities practices of critical mak-
ing. Gaboury’s history of computing both extends and problematizes DH meth-
odologies by recasting making as “making up.” Additionally, Gaboury’s focus on 
historical absence— the suppressed, missing, unrecorded, and always partial nature 
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of queerness in the history of computing— points toward the restorative work that 
could be done by a queer digital humanities.

Turing’s place within the history of artificial intelligence connects Gaboury’s 
work to Jack Halberstam’s earlier essay “Automating Gender: Postmodern Femi-
nism in the Age of the Intelligent Machine.” Halberstam’s essay too provides useful 
models for conceptualizing a queer digital humanities. “Automating Gender” offers, 
among other things, a critique of feminist theories that rely on reductive ideas of 
phallotechnocracy and essentialist conceptions of gender. Like Gaboury, Halbers-
tam looks to Turing to counter these narratives. What is now commonly referred 
to as the “Turing Test,” Halberstam points out, began as a “sexual guessing game” 
in which an interrogator attempted to determine the genders of players as they 
answer questions via technological mediation. “Turing does not stress the obvi-
ous connection between gender and computer intelligence,” writes Halberstam. 
However, “both are in fact imitative systems, and the boundaries between female 
and male . . . are as unclear and as unstable as the boundary between human and 
machine intelligence. . . . Gender, like intelligence, has a technology” (443).2 To illu-
minate this unstable binary between the human and the machine, Halberstam takes 
up Donna Haraway’s delineation of the female cyborg as a representation of technol-
ogy’s ability to transcend binary structures. Given that queerness, unlike essential-
ized gender or sexuality, has been closely aligned with artificiality, unnaturalness, 
imitation, and the subversion of binaries, one might describe Haraway’s cyborg as 
queer— and, by extension, Halberstam’s vision of cyborg technology as queer tech-
nology. In addition to envisioning technology as queer, Halberstam implicitly posits 
queerness itself as a technology. Such a formulation suggests a symbiotic, dialectic 
relationship between technology and queerness. It also suggests that the interface 
between human and computing technology might be understood as a space of queer 
intimacy and relation. Placed within our discussion of digital humanities method-
ologies, “Automating Gender” challenges us to account for the ways in which gender 
and sexuality are in fact inextricable from computational systems.

Another valuable touchstone for interrogating the relationship between queer-
ness and the digital is Blas’s Queer Technologies project, mentioned above, which 
similarly turns to Turing in theorizing the relationship between queerness and com-
putation. “For us,” write Blas with his collaborator cárdenas in an article outlining 
the work of Queer Technologies, “Turing is a crucial historical figure for thinking 
the politics of digital technologies from queer and feminist perspectives” (2). Yet, 
perhaps more than a historical figure, Turing appears here as a founder of queer 
computational thinking. Did Turing’s homosexuality affect his research? Blas and 
cárdenas answer this question with a resounding yes. “The drives and assumptions 
of a heterosexual sexuality produce certain ways of producing and knowing that can 
be embodied in objects created by heterosexual scientists,” they assert. “Similarly, 
homosexual desires can inform and help to materially construct the technicity of 
objects.” That is, for Blas and cárdenas, the very logics around which contemporary 
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computation has been founded are shaped by Turing’s queerness. Fittingly, it seems 
that the impulse behind the many artistic works that make up the Queer Technologies 
project is to reimbue or perhaps rediscover the queerness in computational technol-
ogy. Of these works, the one of most interest here is Blas’s transCoder, which Blas 
describes as “a queer programming anti- language.” Works written using transCoder 
are not executable. Instead, transCoder functions primarily as a critical tool— in 
Mark C. Marino’s words, “a theoretical software development kit, made not of func-
tional functions but of encoded plays on the methods and discourse of critical the-
ory” (“Of Sex,” 187). As an unexecutable coding language, transCoder suggests a 
suite of approaches to queer digital humanities methodologies that play with fail-
ure and loss. We will return to reflect on the critical concerns that surround failure 
below. Still, our vision of a queer DH must account for an investigation of the times 
when technologies, like heteronormative modes of meaning, break down.

Queer Technologies models how practice- based work might speak to poten-
tial queer DH methodologies. It also directs us to consider the queer potential of 
other forms of digital praxis. transCoder can be seen as a queer application of what 
has been called codework. Codework subverts the tenets of “well- written” code: 
simplicity, functionality, transparency, and legibility. Examples of codework range 
from the nonexecutable net.art creations of “Mez” (Mary- Ann Breeze), written in 
a hybrid language called “m[ez]ang.elle,” to obfuscated code and esoteric pro-
gramming languages (“esolangs”). In “Interferences: [Net.Writing] and the Prac-
tice of Codework,” Rita Raley notes that codework allows programming languages 
to break the surface, rather than simply leveraging them to perform the invisible 
labors of technology. This refiguration of code— as elusive, hidden, and ultimately 
uncontrollable— resonates with queer theory’s notion of queer meaning as simi-
larly submerged and anxiogenic. Referring to Jessica Loseby’s net.art work Code 
Scares Me, Raley notes how it thematizes “anxieties about [the] intrusion, con-
tamination, and uncontrollability” of code (Raley). Like queerness as interpreted 
by many queer literary scholars, code in Raley’s formulation becomes monstrous, 
invisible, unknowable, and alien: “It lurks beneath the surface of the text. . . . The 
fear, further, is that code is autopoietic and capable of eluding . . . attempts to domes-
ticate it and bring it into order.” Practitioners of codework, Raley observes, see their 
production as expressly political; it resists assumptions about the neutrality of pro-
gramming, reclaims code from corporate functionalism, and repurposes the prag-
matic as the aesthetic. Such sentiments stand in contrast to the seemingly apolitical 
sensibilities of programmer communities dedicated to composing obfuscated code 
and esolangs. These practices tend to fall into the domain of professional program-
mers for whom testing the boundaries of coding represents an opportunity to dem-
onstrate mastery. Yet obfuscated code and esolangs too represent potentially gen-
erative modes of queer DH methodologies. They refuse established expectations 
for readability and intentionally walk an anxious line between the domestication of 
code and code’s refusal to “be brought into order.”3
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This discussion of esolangs brings us to the last work from which we draw inspi-
ration for our vision of queer DH methodologies. This is what Johanna Drucker has 
termed “speculative computing.” As Drucker recounts in her book SpecLab, specu-
lative computing emerges from a “productive tension” within the digital humani-
ties. Specifically, speculative computing aims to invert DH’s focus on the use of 
digital tools in humanities scholarship by focusing instead on the development of 
“humanities tools in digital environments” (Drucker, xi). Extending the conceptual 
stakes of speculative computing, Drucker advances a theory called “aesthesis,” which 
foregrounds “partial, situated, and subjective knowledge” and proposes imaginative 
play with digital objects as an antidote to the totalizing authority of meaning. “Aes-
thesis,” writes Drucker, “allows us to insist on the value of subjectivity that is cen-
tral to aesthetic artifacts . . . and to place that subjectivity at the core of knowledge 
production” (Drucker, xiii). In Drucker’s characterization, speculative computing 
takes seriously the destabilization of categories, including taxonomies of entity, 
identity, object, subject, interactivity, process, and instrument. In short, specula-
tive computing rejects mechanistic and instrumental approaches, replacing them 
with indeterminacy and potentiality, intersubjectivity, and deformance. Specula-
tive computing operates as a critique of the computational logics that structure 
much digital humanities scholarship. While Drucker does not mention queerness 
in Spec Lab, her work gives voice to an ethos that could serve as a powerful direc-
tive for the queer digital humanities. A queer DH would extend the “otherness” that 
speculative computing enacts by focusing deliberately on issues concerning gen-
der and sexuality in computing. Like queerness itself, the methodologies of a queer 
digital humanities must not be monolithic. Indeed, with its resistance to totalizing 
knowledge, speculative computing demonstrates the importance of methodologi-
cal diversity.

Accordingly, we believe that modes of queer DH scholarship must themselves 
be multivalent, multiplicative, and self- critical: a set of practices in flux. Taken 
together, the works considered in this section challenge us to think about queer-
ness in digital humanities methodologies as a matter of fundamental computational 
structures, as well as (if not more than) a matter of content. These works also encour-
age us to reflect on the foundational role that intersectional issues related to gen-
der and sexuality play in the formation of new media and digital tools. They insist 
upon the importance of queer thinking within the history of computation; they 
delineate the queerness of technology as well as the technology of queerness. Some 
of the research we have discussed employs traditional scholarly methods. Equally 
compelling, other works make their arguments through fabrication and artistic 
interpretation. In our vision, a queer digital humanities too stands poised at the 
intersection of critique and creation. Drawing from these conceptual frameworks, 
queer DH itself emerges cyborg- like: a playful methodological hybrid of perspec-
tives, tools, and meaning.
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New Visions for Queer DH Methodologies

In the beginning of this essay, we asked, “Where is the queerness in the digital 
humanities?” Here we transition to consider the question, “Where could queer-
ness be in the digital humanities?” In this section, we seek to extend our vision for 
a queer digital humanities beyond the methodologies suggested by existing work. 
Or, more precisely, having drawn inspiration from these works, we push ahead to 
imagine not just a speculative past, as Gaboury does for the history of computation, 
but a speculative future.

Many of the elements of dominant digital humanities methodologies that 
we would like to see queered are precisely those that appear, at first glance, least 
explicitly tied to the politics of DH. Such elements are commonly imagined as func-
tional, mechanical, and therefore objective while, in fact, they too have the capac-
ity to profoundly shape the political implications of DH on an otherwise invisible, 
structural level. A prime example of this type of functional methodology is object 
description. A sizable amount of digital humanities scholarship involves describ-
ing objects (as in a database). A DH scholar may write an object description for 
many reasons, but first and foremost that description functions as a marker so that 
the object may be retrieved later. Whether they are encoding a line of text using the 
Text Encoding Initiative’s markup specification to identify the speech of a charac-
ter for programmatic manipulation or creating searchable metadata tags for a digi-
tal library, a researcher must make choices about how to describe an object within 
the taxonomical affordances of the available toolset. Such choices, however, are far 
from obvious or mechanical, and they cannot go unexamined. Alex Gil reflects that 
he “would make a poor excuse for a humanist if [he] just wrote new books that oth-
ers would catalog ‘mechanically,’ ” because “the humanist must tend to the produc-
tion and re- production of sources, archives, narratives, and significance” (Gil). Far 
from objectively communicating meaning, object description positions the machine, 
broadly defined, as an intermediary that reflects and enacts the cultural context in 
which it was created. Thus, object description— not just the work of describing but 
also the implementation of description in searchable form— is shaped by the cul-
tural assumptions systemized in technology. The limitations, structuring logics, and 
history of a digital tool determine the opportunities it affords for making meaning 
from the world.

To explore what it might mean to queer a structural element of digital humanities 
methodologies like object descriptions, we return to the meaning of “queer.” “Queer” 
as a descriptor occupies an unstable position. It acts in opposition to “straight,” but 
refuses to clarify exactly how; at the same time, it stands to be subsumed by more 
specific identities as the need arises. Since “queer” is a reclaimed term, it is not 
uncommon to meet someone who refutes queerness, who instead feels more com-
fortable with “gay” or “lesbian” as an identifier. This inherent instability “messes up” 
the labor of description. In their essay “Queer Practice as Research: A Fabulously 
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Messy Business,” Alyson Campbell and Stephen Farrier identify the messiness of 
queerness as a methodology, one in which “messiness is imbricated with queerness 
and where cleanliness in knowledge production is associated with knowledge forms 
that have routinely occluded the queer and the non- normative in an effort to tidy 
up hypotheses and conform to hegemonic forms of ‘rigour’ ” (Campbell and Far-
rier, 84). Queer knowledge, in short, is messy.

Given that indexical taxonomies are traditionally designed to “tidy up” knowl-
edge, how might a descriptive vocabulary account for that queer messiness? The 
Library of Congress Subject Headings (LCSH), a standardized and widely adopted 
thesaurus of subject headings for use in bibliographical records, demonstrates 
the trouble that arises when systems of knowledge categorization do not account 
for the nuance and complexity of queer identities. Criticism of LCSH’s treatment of 
marginalized groups goes back to at least the 1970s (Marshall; Berman). However, 
as Hope Olson notes, few of these early critics of LCSH “[seem] to have considered 
a change in structure— only in content.” While the terminology used to describe 
queer subjects has been updated over time, the deployment of that terminology 
lacks standardization. In a series of recent blog posts, Netanel Ganin examines the 
continued problems that still surround the confusing application of queer- related 
terminology in LCSH, where “gay” is used as both an umbrella term for “gay men 
and lesbians” and shorthand for only “gay men.” Perhaps most strikingly, as oth-
ers have noted, the word “queer” itself remains largely absent from LCSH’s vocabu-
lary (Kotter; Roberto). Jenna Freedman observes in another blog post some of the 
descriptive confusion that arises from the absence of the word “queer” from LCSH 
when it comes to taxonomizing works by writers who deliberately describe their 
works as queer. In one sense, the push for bringing queerness to LCSH serves as a 
powerful metaphor for the pressing need to make queer subjects visible and speak-
able within the structures of the digital humanities: it parallels, in miniature, a larger 
fight for the right to signify. Far more than an abstract debate, though, the argument 
for increasing queer inclusion in LCSH speaks to the real lives and labors of schol-
ars who are fighting uphill against established ways of knowing.

Building a taxonomy that adequately accounts for the complexities of queerness 
may well mean turning to models of self- description that emerge from within queer 
communities. In “Queer Methodologies,” psychotherapist Peter Hegarty critiques 
the restrictive recommended descriptive practice of the Publication Manual of the 
American Psychological Association. By contrast, he calls attention to the wealth of 
nuance revealed in the responses to a 2004 gay men’s sex study. This study brings to 
light the many and varied ways that respondents described their identities. In this 
sense, it speaks to the full complexity of any system that attempts to taxonomize 
identity and desire. Hegarty writes of the language that men in the study used to 
describe themselves: “When I read this list of terms some of them made me laugh 
because they seemed to subvert the question that the researchers asked. Others 
made me feel uncomfortable as they are terms I once used to describe myself but 
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have long since given up. Collectively, they made me wonder when and where sin-
cerity, irony, cooperation, and dissent might be the intended effects of nominating 
the sexual self with a particular label” (132). As formulations of their own queerness 
that defy reduction, these men’s responses to the survey echo the idea that “queer 
knowledge is a knowledge that refuses to be complete” (Grace and Hill, 302).

If queer knowledge always resists completion, it becomes clear that queering 
metadata means more than adding new vocabulary to existing taxonomical systems. 
Queerness also points toward a shift in the very methodologies of metadata collec-
tion. To queer metadata, queer thinking must be brought to bear on the conceptual 
models and tools of object description as well as its content. Indeed, the messiness 
of queerness provides a new vantage point from which to challenge the norms that 
dictate how meaning is derived from data. The very ways in which data are tradi-
tionally mapped rely on a model of the world that queerness refutes, namely, a one- 
to- one relationship between concepts. A queer digital humanities must therefore 
seek out systems of meaning- making that can account for nonbinary relationships. 
Some digital humanities initiatives have begun this work already. Efforts like RDF 
and linked data, for instance, model network relationships instead of hierarchies. 
Drawing from this work, Tara McPherson has aptly proposed that “gender, race, 
sexuality, class, and disability might then be understood not as things that can 
simply be added on to our analyses (or to our metadata), but instead as operat-
ing principles of a different order, always already coursing through discourse and 
matter” (McPherson, “Designing for Difference,” 181). We have lingered over this 
extended discussion of object description and metadata because we find that it 
helpfully models the type of queer thinking that can be brought to bear on almost 
any element of digital humanities methodologies, even those that appear initially 
least politically or culturally inflected.

Another methodological mode that we believe has expansive potential for a 
queer digital humanities is play. McPherson remarks, “If a core activity of the digi-
tal humanities has been the building of tools, we should design our tools differently, 
in a mode that explicitly engages power and difference from the get- go, laying bare 
our theoretical allegiances and exploring the intra- actions of culture and matter” 
(“Designing for Difference,” 182). Play fills this need to adjust, reconceptualize, and 
design differently. In a queer sense, play implies making a mess and exploring that 
mess in order to ask, “What if?” Looking forward, queer digital humanists might use 
playful practices and attitudes to challenge old organizational structures. The prac-
tice of writing “living code” offers another potential site of inspiration for a queer 
digital humanities. Instead of writing a script once and later executing it, the living 
coder intervenes in the process and makes changes as needed. Collins details the 
empowering aspect of live coding: “The human live coders who flirt within the algo-
rithmic environments, teasing and tinkling the guts of the processes, are the most 
powerful agents around. Their presence continually reinforces the truism that soft-
ware is written by people and makes live its construction and deconstruction” (210). 
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Live coding needn’t even be digital. Bringing together concepts of play and living 
code, Collins mentions games like Nomic or 1000 Blank White Cards and how rule 
changes can be made not just during gameplay but as part of gameplay, evolving 
to meet the desires of participants. Alternatively, instead of interrupting computa-
tional processes, we might code disorganization directly into our algorithms, as 
J. S. Bianco does in her digital essay “Man and His Tool, Again?,” which deconstructs 
the traditional form of the essay through the caprices of algorithmic instruction.

Yet another potential queer DH methodology to explore is the glitch. Here 
the line between performance art and academic research begins to blur, opening 
space for a radically different imagining of technology born of queer methodology. 
Jenny Sundén asks us to reconsider the value of the glitch, “an ambiguous phenom-
enon . . . an unexpected break in the flow,” where it is “an amplification of already 
existing flaws, defects, or errors. Instead of covering up the seams, it presents them 
proudly.” In a keynote address at the 2015 Queerness and Games Conference, Sandy 
Stone propositioned remapping her clitoris to the palm of her hand and mastur-
bating for the crowd, challenging ideas of appropriateness and pleasure and calling 
upon attendees to imagine the glitch as an embodied phenomenon: the body out of 
place and out of order, taking queer pleasure in an embrace of this “flaw.” Campbell 
and Farrier describe the glitch as “practice- as- research,” purposefully muddling what 
might otherwise be a clear delineation between research and researcher, “resist[ing] 
the normative impulse for cleanliness brought about by disciplining knowledge” (84).

Admittedly, there are potential problems with this call to play around, to mess 
up, to break down. We recognize that a tension exists in this this call to play, risk, 
and fail. These methodologies can come into conflict with other things we value in 
critical digital humanities practice. Practices like standardization of data or plug- 
and- play code can enable participation in the digital humanities or lower the barrier 
to entry, especially for new practitioners and marginalized subjects. Accessibility 
and disability must be part of our discussions when we consider the queer potential 
of a “mess.” How far can we play around before creating obstacles that discourage 
participation? Researchers are also subject to the need to produce: for the require-
ments of a grant, for tenure and promotion, as part of a funded project, to produce 
“metrics” for administrators and so on. We do not intend to dictate that DH schol-
ars, faced with the choice to implement a normative or a queer methodology, must 
always make the queer choice. However, we do believe that queer digital method-
ologies have important new perspectives to offer scholars from all branches of DH, 
and that the rewards for taking the leap into new modes of structuring the world 
are of immense scholarly and social value.

Toward a Queer Digital Humanities

The goal of this essay has been to argue for an increased engagement with queer-
ness in the digital humanities. By looking at DH work that directly addresses queer 
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subjects, we have attempted to demonstrate the value of bringing DH to queer 
studies— as well as indicating areas that are ripe for significant expansion. In turning 
to the methodologies of DH, we have been interested in seeing the other side of this 
equation: what queer thinking can bring to the digital humanities. We looked at 
existing work that theorizes the relationship between queerness and technology as 
a launching point for imagining queer DH methodologies. Building from this work, 
we mapped a selection of our own suggestions for queer DH methodologies, with 
object descriptions as our main illustrative case study. We close by emphasizing that 
we do not mean for the methodologies we have suggested to be comprehensive, but 
rather for them to demonstrate the richness, variety, and potential at the intersec-
tion of queerness and DH. It is our hope that they serve as inspiration for others to 
push further in this arena. This work, and future explorations into the relationship 
between queerness and DH, speaks to important and pressing concerns around 
social engagement in the field, underscoring the politics of computation and calling 
for a wider diversity of perspectives in both subject matter and method.

Like most calls for a critical digital humanities, we are here asking for reflection 
on methods of labor, creation, product, and practice, and how they embody, enact, 
restrict, or constrain modes of expression. Who or what benefits from “straight,” “cis,” 
or “clean” data, and what might “queer,” “trans,” “nonbinary,” “messy,” or “playful” 
data look like? What do we expose when we resist norms and binaries, or when we 
read queerly, build queerly, map queerly, and play queerly? Many queer- identified 
people recognize the tradeoffs of negotiating their identity. Context can make the 
transition smooth, risky, fraught, or celebrated. Practicing a queer digital humani-
ties is much the same. Different stakeholders bring different needs and values to 
this work, and a queer digital humanities must make space for a wide continuum of 
approaches. Constructing systems (not just literally computing systems, but systems 
of thought, systems of expression) that support ambiguity, permit play, and engage 
difference can be a rewarding challenge but also a risk. Queerness too represents a 
risk, a place at the edge of unsafety; yet this same space is the space of possibility. 
We expect that a truly queer DH may still be a long time coming— or, perhaps, it 
will never come. This tension too lies at the heart of our queer digital humanities, 
and it is perhaps in tension that we might locate the most radical line of thinking 
that queerness brings to DH. At a time when the digital humanities promises to 
make sense of the world through supposedly objective computational tools, queer-
ness refuses to allow us to stop reflecting, stop challenging, and stop questioning.

Notes

 1. In “Room for Everyone at the DH Table?” Roopika Risam and Adeline Koh offer 
a structured synopsis of a 2013 open discussion thread on “The Digital Humanities as 
Historical ‘Refuge’ from Race/Class/Gender/Sexuality/Disability” that addresses this issue 
directly.
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 2. In her earlier Technologies of Gender (1987), Teresa de Lauretis takes up Michel 
Foucault’s idea of the “technology of sex” and proposes that gender is also “the product 
of various social technologies” (2). Following Foucault, de Lauretis uses “technology” to 
refer broadly to a set of systematic practices found, for example, in cinema (e.g., cinematic 
techniques and codes) that contribute to the social construction of gender. Halberstam’s 
essay extends this concept into theories of computational technology.
 3. A useful example can be seen in Mark C. Marino’s analysis of the work being done 
by Julie Levin Russo’s “Slash Goggles algorithm” (written in the transCoder program-
ming antilanguage) and the AnnaKournikova worm. While both revolve around desire, 
the worm exploits the heteronormative behaviors that are structured by the web, whereas 
the algorithm enables the decoding of repressed or subsumed queer desire in mainstream 
(heteronormative) cultural works (“Of Sex,” 200).
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Re�ections on a Movement: #transformDH,
Growing Up

MOYA BAILEY, ANNE CONG-HUYEN, ALEXIS LOTHIAN,
AMANDA PHILLIPS

What happens when we shift di�erence away from a de�cit that
must be managed and amended (with nods in the direction of
diversity) and toward understanding di�erence as our operating
system, our thesis, our inspiration, our goal? From this
perspective, highlighting the brave side of digital humanities
isn’t an act of transformative resolution, but is about reframing
and recognizing which links were already there and which links
are yet to be made.

—Fiona Barnett, “The Brave Side of DH”

Manifesting #transformDH
We have been invited to write a manifesto for #transformDH—a
hashtag, perhaps a movement, that the four of us had a part in
beginning. We prefer not to operate within a formal structure,
however, or to lay out our shared aspirations as a set of concrete
demands. Nevertheless, we can begin by identifying the
following key claims as constitutive of #transformDH:

1. Questions of race, class, gender, sexuality, and
disability should be central to digital humanities and
digital media studies.
2. Feminist, queer, and antiracist activists, artists, and
media-makers outside of academia are doing work that
contributes to digital studies in all its forms. This work
productively destabilizes the norms and standards of
institutionally recognized academic work.
3. We should shift the focus of digital humanities from
technical processes to political ones, and always seek to
understand the social, intellectual, economic, political,
and personal impact of our digital practices as we
develop them.

We need a digital humanities that will center on the intersection
of digital production and social transformation through
research, pedagogy, and activism, and that will not be restricted
to institutional academic spaces. #transformDH is the name
some of us gave to that digital humanities as we recognized it in
our own and others’ work. Seeking to situate #transformDH
within its social, economic, and institutional contexts, this
chapter tracks the emergence of the collective and some of the
challenges that have accompanied it. In so doing, we hope to
model an ethical approach to that which we have been assigned



ownership, but over which we have little control. Our desire is to
de�ect the academy’s imperative to take personal credit for work
that is always collective. We will end, as we have in the past, with
a call to action. We invite others to join with us, or to claim the
hashtag for themselves, and to actively seek a more
transformative DH: a DH that explicitly names the radical
potential of doing scholarship with and about the digital, a DH
that addresses the most pressing social justice concerns of our
day.

Origin Stories: Forming a Collective
#transformDH was born out of a sense of absence. It was 2011,
the year that “Big Tent DH” surfaced as a term to describe digital
humanities as inclusive and welcoming of di�erent disciplines.
But for those of us whose academic homes were in gender and
queer studies, race and ethnic studies, and disability studies,
and whose personal and political work embraced the digital, it
appeared as if the “big tent” was not big enough. Our social
justice concerns seemed to enter so rarely into conversations
and research, even in the “big tent” of the �eld. Instead, DH
seemed to be replicating many traditional practices of the ivory
tower, those that privileged the white, heteronormative,
phallogocentric view of culture that our home disciplines had
long critiqued. The cost of entry for many of us—material
demands, additional training, and cultural capital—as queer
people and women of color was high. Evidently, big tent digital
humanities still demanded a certain legibility, as panels and
talks such as Stephen Ramsay’s intentionally in�ammatory
“Who’s In, Who’s Out” at the Modern Language Association
(MLA) that year made clear. The few of us tweeting queer and
critical race studies panels looked across empty social media
tables—set up by the MLA in recognition of digital media’s
emerging dominance, unused at most of the panels in our
home �elds—and recognized one another as allies.

We were not the �rst to think about queer studies, critical
race studies, disability studies, or other forms of activist
scholarship in relation to digital humanities. Feminist critique
has been central to many of the foundational projects that set
the terms for the �eld, as in the work of Martha Nell Smith,
Susan Brown, and Julia Flanders. Anna Everett, who chaired the
�rst #transformDH panel, and Lisa Nakamura, who was in the
audience that day, have both demonstrated the centrality of the
knowledge and labor of people of color to digital knowledge
production, as well as to the material conditions that enable that
production to take place. In addition, digital tools and networks
have been consistently, innovatively, and radically used by
communities of activists, fans, and other nonacademics
working for gender, racial, economic, and disability justice, from
IRC and newsgroups to Twitter and Tumblr. Yet, as Moya Bailey
argued in her 2011 essay “All of the Digital Humanists Are White,
All of the Nerds Are Men, but Some of Us Are Brave,” the
disciplinary formation of “digital humanities” had thus far
developed in opposition to so-called identity politics, with its



ostensible openness occluding unexamined assumptions about
whiteness, straightness, and masculinity.

Immediately following the 2011 MLA, a group gathered at the
Southern California THATCamp in a session on diversity in
digital humanities and drafted a document titled “Toward an
Open Digital Humanities.” The document chronicled the
various barriers to entry in the digital humanities and suggested
a number of ways to increase the �eld’s inclusivity. Within the
next few weeks, some members of that group organized a panel
for the American Studies Association conference that would
take place later that year. “#transformDH” was originally a
shortened version of the panel title, “Transformative Mediations:
Queer and Ethnic Studies and the Politics of the Digital” (Cong-
Huyen, “Thinking Through Race”). Only six or seven people
joined the audience, yet it soon became clear that something
larger had been created as the conversations expanded online.
The #transformDH hashtag quickly emerged as a rallying call
on Twitter and Tumblr, as well as at other conferences and
institutions (Phillips). The organizers of the panel and several
other colleagues began to self-identify as a collective. The
#transformDH movement had begun.

Transforming a Hashtag
If #transformDH was born out of a sense of absence, we made
that absence visible in the form of our hashtag. In 2011, the
hashtag was emerging as the tool of choice for individuals and
groups hoping to rapidly spread news or other information and
to cohere communities in person and online. A precursor to the
hashtag activism that has �ourished in social movements of the
2010s, #transformDH was meant to be distributed and used by
anyone who saw the need to highlight marginalized work or
issues in the �eld. The right hashtag at the right moment can
spread very quickly, if—and only if—other people begin to use it.
Its e�cacy is directly tied to the ease with which other users can
take it up as their own. As Chris Messina, inventor of the
hashtag, explained, “[Hashtags] are born of the Internet, and
should be owned by no one” (Messina). As a hashtag, then,
#transformDH was no longer owned by the collective that had
originated it; it had been set loose into the world.

It was not long before #transformDH gained enough traction
to attract critics. The slippage between “transformative” and
“transform,” originally an e�ort to conserve characters for
Twitter, was interpreted as a hostile gesture. DH understood
itself as friendly and welcoming (Koh; Scheinfeldt). Why did the
�eld need transforming? It is true that we outliers, the few
women of color and visible queers at DH conferences and
panels, had used the hashtag to voice our distress openly.
Ironically, it was this perception of the collective (made up
entirely of graduate students) as rabble-rousers who wanted to
upset the status quo that highlighted what #transformDH had
been too timid to say at the outset: DH really did need to be
transformed. It was a growing �eld that was becoming
increasingly institutionalized, and that was beginning to evince



many of the problematic racial, gender, and economic biases
that had plagued other �elds as they emerged. We had
accidentally become academic hashtag activists.

“Hashtag activism,” a phrase coined by Guardian journalist
Eric Augenbraun to describe the #OccupyWallStreet movement,
was not intended as a neutral term, but rather as a critique of the
ease with which millennials could express concern for an issue
while doing nothing substantive to solve it. But as more and
more hashtags emerged to mark issues and events that would
have otherwise gone unnoticed—for instance, #Jan25 or
#BlackLivesMatter—it became clear that hashtag activism had
the power to mobilize people, to question governments, and to
enact change. Hashtags such as #NotYourAsianSideKick and
#YesAllWomen initiated wide-ranging conversations on
important issues around race and gender. Our con�dence in
the possibilities of #transformDH as a distributed, open
movement increased as we saw the work that other hashtag
activists were doing, and we began to recognize that work as
transformative digital humanities in itself.

In the most active and ongoing #transformDH project, Moya
Bailey curates the #transformDH Tumblr, reblogging
information about the latest digital technologies created by
queer folks, women, and people of color as well as the impact of
digital scholarship on underserved communities. This curatorial
work operates outside of traditional archives and functions to
expand the range of projects understood as DH. For example, a
recent post showcased a menstrual cycle tracking app, “No
More Flowers,” built by a group of queer and trans programmers
to challenge societal assumptions that only women have
menstrual cycles and that �owers are the most appropriate
symbols for menstruation. This type of app applies critiques
from the �elds of women’s and queer studies to popular
technology; including it in an archive like #transformDH places
pressure on existing DH communities to understand app
production as both scholarly and activist in nature. We
deliberately showcase a wide breadth of material, placing
scholarly critique and creative projects in conversation with one
another, with the goal of transforming what “counts” as a DH
project both inside and out of higher-ed institutions.

People interact with our content on a daily basis and employ
the #transformDH hashtag to �ag work or events that address
questions they perceive as central to the collective. Rather than
perpetuate the existing model of large-scale, grant-funded,
project-based scholarly work, we operate as a widely dispersed,
distributed network. In rede�ning the term “collective” for a
networked context, we bring our commitment to digital social
justice to disparate academic and public spheres: game studies,
queer studies, ethnic studies, libraries, online spaces, and more.
#transformDH moves through cyberspace as a signal,
highlighting conversations, blog posts, conference papers,
articles, and other media objects that may be of interest to
people concerned with how race, class, gender, disability, and
sexuality shape our world.



Resisting Success
Over time, we have seen transformative digital humanities
scholarship gain visibility. The work that we longed to see as we
started #transformDH has materialized in many shapes and
forms—not always explicitly connected with #transformDH, but
often enacting many the transformations the collective has
called for. In 2013, the Dark Side of the Digital Humanities
conference brought together senior scholars like Wendy Chun,
Richard Grusin, and Rita Raley in person and on paper to
challenge DH utopianism. Elizabeth Losh and Jacqueline
Wernimont have led “Feminist Digital Humanities: Theoretical,
Social, and Material Engagements” at the Digital Humanities
Summer Institute two years running (Wernimont). The FemBot
Collective, which publishes feminist research about technology
in long and short form on its blog and in the journal Ada, has
swelled to over 350 members worldwide. FemTechNet
organized and supported two years of a Distributed Open
Collaborative Course (DOCC) on feminism and technology as
an active pedagogical critique of the MOOC (Massive Open
Online Course). Angel David Nieves founded the Digital
Humanities Initiative at Hamilton College, which supports
critical digital humanities projects such as the American Prison
Writing Archive, the Soweto Historical GIS Project, and the
Virtual Freedom Trail Project. Adeline Koh and Roopika Risam
founded the in�uential Postcolonial Digital Humanities with the
aim of decolonizing digital practices. Wendy Hsu brought
ethnography and diasporic studies to the Los Angeles
Department of Cultural A�airs. Global Outlook::Digital
Humanities organized “Around DH in 80 Days” to curate and
highlight digital projects worldwide. William Pannapacker has
fought for “Digital Liberal Arts” and the recentering of digital
scholarship and pedagogy at teaching-intensive colleges in
addition to resource-rich R1 research institutions. This list is
only a partial accounting of the projects that have emerged in
the past few years, but each of them gives us reason to hope
that DH will continue to be more “ambitious,” as Miriam Posner
exhorts in chapter 3 in this volume, “to hold ourselves to much
higher standards.” If our involvement has helped the �eld to get
there, either through direct participation in these projects or by
facilitating connections between them, we have only been
successful with the cooperation and support of many, many
others.

Even as scholars such as Alan Liu point toward the work of
#transformDH in leading these changes, it is important to ask
whether assigning the success of a broader cultural shift to
particular groups of people dulls the transformative potential of
our distributed collective. Do we, a handful of named “founders”
of #transformDH, get recognition even as the most challenging
projects—projects that are not necessarily traditional academic
ones—get ignored? Contributing our voices to venues like
Debates in the Digital Humanities requires us to name names,
�x dates, and quantify contributions in ways that, while
necessary for scholarly legitimacy, run directly counter to the
hashtag ethos. #transformDH was started by graduate students,



and now that we are advancing in our careers, we �nd ourselves
paradoxically with more access to resources and fewer ways to
make the impact that a simple hashtag did years ago. Grant
funding, for example, requires quanti�able outcomes that may
not recognize the types of nontraditional output at which
#transformDH excels. Even when the work that we create, from
Twitter and Tumblr posts to peer-reviewed articles, adds to our
CVs and helps us to advance as individuals employed in the
academy, that advancement embeds us further in the systems
we are critiquing, encouraging us to set our sights on the
horizons of disciplinary legitimacy rather than more expansive
change. After all, the transformations that #transformDH at its
most radical has called for would not be compatible with the
institutional power that some of us are beginning to accrue:
dismantling institutional hierarchies, prioritizing collective
rather than individual achievement, amplifying the voices of
those whose perspectives have not traditionally found a place in
academia, and so on. We initially envisioned this piece as a
manifesto, but that stance felt disingenuous given our new
academic positions, our shifting obligations, and the changes to
the �eld itself.

Higher education in the United States is in a moment of
simultaneous hope and despair. While individual actors
recognize the need for a deeper commitment to social justice in
the academy, universities have �red professors at the behest of
powerful trustees and donors, threatening academic freedom.
On a national level, the United States elected its �rst Black
president, but experienced an upswing in racist violence.
Feminist voices are making measurable changes in the games
and tech industries, but they have been punished by collective
mobs of anonymous harassers. Gay marriage was legalized, but
less-privileged queer and trans people, especially trans women
of color, are still targets of violence. Every triumph produces its
own backlash, because hegemony is persistent and reproduces
itself, even in progressive movements.

Are our institutions embracing us, or are they consuming us
in the name of diversity? We must take seriously the warnings of
scholars such as Roderick Ferguson and Sara Ahmed, who
expose how universities incorporate ethnic studies and other
interdisciplines into the fold in order to forestall more radical
progress. How can we make our success, and the success of
#transformDH, something that leads to transformation rather
than assimilation? Or, to put it in more concrete terms: how can
academics who are receiving institutional recognition and
funding also support community-based digital activism and
internal structural changes? We must be public scholars, ethical
researchers, promulgators of hashtags, and always teachers. We
must attend political hackathons, host Wikipedia edit-a-thons
for underrepresented communities, champion our underserved
students, and lead transformative digital humanities projects.
We must continue to acknowledge, assign, and amplify work by
women of color, indigenous, disabled, feminist, and queer
activists in community and digital spaces. We must, above all,



By expanding who and what counts as DH, we can model for
other academic communities the transformative power of
collaborative energy to address the questions of our time. We
ask for practitioners of DH to be attentive to the ways that social
hierarchies of oppression inform their research. The digital
provides the opportunity for a more democratized relationship
to scholarly production, and DH can continue to be central to
the transformative process of shifting academic investment in
cloistered knowledge. Our roles slowly shift as our positions as
junior scholars, precarious workers, faculty of color, queer
faculty, administrative sta�, or alt-ac continually change, but we
are committed to a tactical media approach to DH, as Rita Raley
suggests, “remain[ing] adaptable to new situations and
collaborations” rather than getting settled in comfortable roles
(40). As we learn to balance our family, community, and
professional responsibilities, we have come to know even more
fully that we cannot do this work alone. We therefore end with
another call for action. The work of #transformDH is always
open to new conspirators, and we invite you, the reader, to
participate in claiming, transforming, and expanding the digital
humanities with us.
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Introduction

WHAT’S QUEER ABOUT QUEER STUDIES NOW?

David L. Eng with  
Judith Halberstam  

and José  
Esteban Muñoz

Around 1990 queer emerged into public consciousness. It was a term that 
challenged the normalizing mechanisms of state power to name its sexual 
subjects: male or female, married or single, heterosexual or homosexual, 
natural or perverse. Given its commitment to interrogating the social 
processes that not only produced and recognized but also normalized and 
sustained identity, the political promise of the term resided specifically in 
its broad critique of multiple social antagonisms, including race, gender, 
class, nationality, and religion, in addition to sexuality.

Fourteen years after Social Text’s publication of “Fear of a Queer 
Planet,” and eight years after “Queer Transexions of Race, Nation, and 
Gender,” this special double issue reassesses the political utility of queer 
by asking “what’s queer about queer studies now?” The contemporary 
mainstreaming of gay and lesbian identity—as a mass-mediated consumer 
lifestyle and embattled legal category—demands a renewed queer studies 
ever vigilant to the fact that sexuality is intersectional, not extraneous to 
other modes of difference, and calibrated to a firm understanding of queer 
as a political metaphor without a fixed referent. A renewed queer studies, 
moreover, insists on a broadened consideration of the late-twentieth-cen-
tury global crises that have configured historical relations among political 
economies, the geopolitics of war and terror, and national manifestations 
of sexual, racial, and gendered hierarchies.

The following sixteen essays—largely authored by a younger genera-
tion of queer scholars—map out an urgent intellectual and political terrain 
for queer studies and the contemporary politics of identity, kinship, and 
belonging. Insisting on queer studies’ intellectual and political relevance 
to a wide field of social critique, these essays reassess some of the field’s 
most important theoretical insights while realigning its political atten-
tions, historical foci, and disciplinary accounts. Broadly, these scholars 
examine the limits of queer epistemology, the denaturalizing potentials 
of queer diasporas, and the emergent assumptions of what could be called 
queer liberalism. Collectively, they rethink queer critique in relation to a 
number of historical emergencies, to borrow from Walter Benjamin, of 
both national and global consequence.
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2 Eng with Halberstam and Muñoz

What does queer 

studies have to 

say about empire, 

globalization, 

neoliberalism, 

sovereignty, 

and terrorism? 

What does 

queer studies 

tell us about 

immigration, 

citizenship, 

prisons, welfare, 

mourning, and 

human rights?

Such emergencies include the triumph of neoliberalism and the collapse 
of the welfare state; the Bush administration’s infinite “war on terrorism” 
and the acute militarization of state violence; the escalation of U.S. empire 
building and the clash of religious fundamentalisms, nationalisms, and 
patriotisms; the devolution of civil society and the erosion of civil rights; 
the pathologizing of immigrant communities as “terrorist” and racialized 
populations as “criminal”; the shifting forms of citizenship and migration 
in a putatively “postidentity” and “postracial” age; the politics of intimacy  
and the liberal recoding of freedom as secularization, domesticity, and 
marriage; and the return to “moral values” and “family values” as a pro-
phylactic against political debate, economic redistribution, and cultural 
dissent. Indeed, in this intense time of war and death, and of U.S. unilat-
eralismand corporate domination, queer studies now more than ever needs 
to refocus its critical attentions on public debates about the meaning of 
democracy and freedom, citizenship and immigration, family and com-
munity, and the alien and the human in all their national and their global 
manifestations.

What does queer studies have to say about empire, globalization, 
neoliberalism, sovereignty, and terrorism? What does queer studies tell us 
about immigration, citizenship, prisons, welfare, mourning, and human 
rights? What is the relationship between Lawrence v. Texas, the exalted June 
2003 Supreme Court decision decriminalizing gay sex, and the contem-
poraneous USA PATRIOT Act? If mainstream media attention to queer 
lives and issues has helped to establish the social and legal foundation for 
the emergence of gay marriage, family, and domesticity, what are the social 
costs of this new visibility? And how does the demand for marriage and 
legal rights affect, run counter to, or in fact converge with conservative 
promotion of traditional marriage?

While queer studies in the past has rarely addressed such broad social 
concerns, queer studies in the present offers important insights. In recent 
years, scholars in the field have produced a significant body of work on 
theories of race, on problems of transnationalism, on conflicts between 
global capital and labor, on issues of diaspora and immigration, and on 
questions of citizenship, national belonging, and necropolitics.1 The vari-
ous essays gathered here insist that considerations of empire, race, migra-
tion, geography, subaltern communities, activism, and class are central to 
the continuing critique of queerness, sexuality, sexual subcultures, desire, 
and recognition. At the same time, these essays also suggest that some of 
the most innovative and risky work on globalization, neoliberalism, cultural 
politics, subjectivity, identity, family, and kinship is happening in the realm 
of queer studies. As a whole, this volume reevaluates the utility of queer as 
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an engaged mode of critical inquiry. It charts some of the notable histori-
cal shifts in the field since its inception while recognizing different pasts, 
alternative presents, and new futures for queer scholarship. 

What’s queer about queer studies now? 
A lot.

Queer Epistemology

In her 1993 essay “Critically Queer,” Judith Butler writes that the asser-
tion of “queer” must never purport to “fully describe” those it seeks to 
represent. “It is necessary to affirm the contingency of the term,” Butler 
insists, “to let it be vanquished by those who are excluded by the term 
but who justifiably expect representation by it, to let it take on meanings 
that cannot now be anticipated by a younger generation whose political 
vocabulary may well carry a very different set of investments.” That 
queerness remains open to a continuing critique of its privileged assump-
tions “ought to be safeguarded not only for the purposes of continuing 
to democratize queer politics, but also to expose, affirm, and rework the 
specific historicity of the term.”2 The operations of queer critique, in 
other words, can neither be decided on in advance nor be depended on 
in the future. The reinvention of the term is contingent on its potential 
obsolescence, one necessarily at odds with any fortification of its criti-
cal reach in advance or any static notion of its presumed audience and 
participants.

That queerness remains open to a continuing critique of its exclu-
sionary operations has always been one of the field’s key theoretical and 
political promises. What might be called the “subjectless” critique of queer 
studies disallows any positing of a proper subject of or object for the field by 
insisting that queer has no fixed political referent. Such an understanding 
orients queer epistemology, despite the historical necessities of “strategic 
essentialism” (Gayatri Spivak’s famous term), as a continuous deconstruc-
tion of the tenets of positivism at the heart of identity politics. Attention 
to queer epistemology also insists that sexuality—the organizing rubric of 
lesbian and gay studies—must be rethought for its positivist assumptions. 
A subjectless critique establishes, in Michael Warner’s phrase, a focus on 
“a wide field of normalization” as the site of social violence. Attention to 
those hegemonic social structures by which certain subjects are rendered 
“normal” and “natural” through the production of “perverse” and “patho-
logical” others, Warner insists, rejects a “minoritizing logic of toleration 
or simple political interest-representation in favor of a more thorough 
resistance to regimes of the normal.”3
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At such a 

historical juncture, 

it is crucial to insist 

yet again on the 

capacity of queer 

studies to mobilize 

a broad social 

critique of race, 

gender, class, 

nationality, and 

religion, as well 

as sexuality. 

Today, we find ourselves at an ironic historical moment of what might 
be described as “queer liberalism.” Mechanisms of normalization have 
endeavored to organize not only gay and lesbian politics but also the 
internal workings of the field itself, attempting to constitute its governing 
logic around certain privileged subjects, standards of sexual conduct, and 
political and intellectual engagements (a subject discussed in greater detail 
below). At such a historical juncture, it is crucial to insist yet again on the 
capacity of queer studies to mobilize a broad social critique of race, gen-
der, class, nationality, and religion, as well as sexuality. Such a theoretical 
project demands that queer epistemologies not only rethink the relationship 
between intersectionality and normalization from multiple points of view 
but also, and equally important, consider how gay and lesbian rights are 
being reconstituted as a type of reactionary (identity) politics of national 
and global consequence.

Roderick A. Ferguson observes in his contribution to this special issue, 
“Of Our Normative Strivings: African American Studies and the Histo-
ries of Sexuality” that while queer studies “has had the most concentrated 
engagement with the category of sexuality,” its institutional advances should 
not convince queer studies that “its engagements with sexuality are the 
only and most significant pursuits of that formation.” In other words, if 
interdisciplinary sites such as queer studies isolate sexuality within one 
epistemic terrain (such as psychoanalysis), or attempt to arrogate the study 
of sexuality to themselves alone, these “sites prove interdisciplinarity’s com-
plicity with disciplinarity rather than interdisciplinarity’s rebellion against 
the disciplines.” Ferguson’s observations move us away from an exclusive 
focus on how sexuality becomes the “propertied” object of queer studies, its 
privileged site of critical inquiry. Instead, he focuses on normalization and 
intersectionality at once, by asking “in what ways has the racialized, classed, 
and gendered discourse known as sexuality dispersed itself to constitute this 
particular discipline or interdiscipline?” Configuring queer epistemology in 
such a manner insists on a sustained consideration of what happens to sexu-
ality when it is resituated as the effect not only of queer studies but also other 
fields of inquiry, such as women of color feminism, queer of color critique, 
or queer diasporas.4 Hence critical attentions are drawn to the governing 
logics of knowledge production, the constitutive assumptions that form the 
foundation of disciplinary fields, rendering them internally coherent while 
giving social and political difference their discursive power.

In “Time Binds, or, Erotohistoriography,” Elizabeth Freeman expands 
on Ferguson’s epistemological investigation in a different register. Freeman 
brings queer studies together with one of the most important epistemo-
logical inquiries in postcolonial studies: the disparate mappings of time 
and space. Nation-states, she observes, “still track and manage their own 
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denizens through an official time line, effectively shaping the contours of 
a meaningful life by registering some events like births, marriages, and 
deaths, and refusing to record others like initiations, friendships, and 
contact with the dead.” Freeman’s crossing of queer studies with post-
colonial concerns of individual and group “development” reformulates 
certain basic tenets of the field such that “queer subjectivity and collectivity 
demand, and take as their reward, particularly inventive and time-traveling 
forms of grief and compensation.” Reconsidering the spatial and temporal 
dimensions of queer traumas, including AIDS, Freeman suggests that 
the incorporation of lost others need not be haunted solely by melancholy 
and depression. In a historical moment of intense political conserva-
tism, residues of “positive affect”—“erotic scenes, utopias, memories of 
touch”—must become available for queer counterhistories of space and 
time, alternative narratives of development that have become central to 
the notion of queer subcultures, counterpublics, and utopias.

Queer epistemology insists that we embark on expanded investigations 
of normalization and intersectionality. In this regard, Tavia Nyong’o’s 
opening essay, “Punk’d Theory,” proffers yet another take on “intersec-
tionality,” one interrupting the everyday practices and “litigious process 
through which subjects petition for admission to queer theoretical atten-
tion.” Proffering “Punk’d Theory” as, in the words of Eve Sedgwick, a 
“nonce taxonomy” full of unrationalized hypotheses about what kinds of 
people there are to be found in the world, Nyong’o rewrites a now frozen 
dialectic between black and white, as well as straight and gay. He observes 
that it is not enough “to take up the simultaneity of race, class, gender, 
and sexuality, which it is my argument that the vernacular does constantly 
in keywords like punk and punked.” Instead, Nyong’o contends, we must 
investigate “the subject transformed by law that nevertheless exists nowhere 
within it, the figure of absolute abjection that is, paradoxically, part of our 
everyday experience.” Here, queer epistemology rethinks intersectionality 
not just as racial, sexual, or class simultaneity but as “a meeting of two 
streets, and in a landscape long given over to automotivity . . . a place of 
particular hazard for the pedestrian.” According to Nyong’o, “punk’d” 
pedestrians must demand both their “rights and more than their rights, 
simply to preserve a portion of the mobility they had prior to enclosure”: 
workers become “illegal immigrants”; poor mothers, “welfare queens”; 
protestors, “potential terrorists.” While all must attack the presumption of 
their criminality merely to preserve their way of life, intersectionality will 
become positively hazardous to everyone’s health if we choose to adjudicate 
among these differences rather than to nurture them all at once.

Extending Nyong’o’s nonce taxonomy of what kinds of people there are 
to be found in the world, Joon Oluchi Lee’s essay, “The Joy of the Castrated 
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Boy,” draws our critical attention, along the lines of Freeman, to queer 
pleasures and desires. Lee suggests that the contemporary mainstreaming 
of queerness in both popular culture and the social imaginary has resulted 
in the embracing of a “mainstream ethics of gender” in queer studies. 
Indeed, like several other contributors to this special issue, Lee insists that 
certain prevailing epistemological paradigms, such as gay shame, have 
been implicitly universalized in queer studies to great social and political 
harm. Refusing the disavowal of castration and effeminacy that underwrites  
D. A. Miller’s reading of the Broadway musical Gypsy, for instance, Lee 
posits an alternative to the anxious glorification of white masculinity that 
Miller erects as a defense against the feminine forms of identification that 
Gypsy demands and circulates. “I have always considered myself a castrated 
boy,” Lee writes in relation to a stereotypical Asian masculinity, “and 
learned to be happy in that state because that was the only way I could live 
my life as the girl I knew myself to be.” Simply put, Lee offers an “ecstatic” 
politics of racial castration in the place of an anxious phallic restoration of 
whiteness. Suggesting that the “joy” of the castrated boy might abet in the 
project of “undoing” gender—undoing, that is, the idealization of white 
masculinity in queer studies—Lee asserts that racial castration preserves a 
space of alterity to embrace “femininity as race” and “race as femininity.” 
In this regard, Lee advances the groundbreaking project laid out by Eve 
Sedgwick in her 1991 essay, “How to Bring Your Kids Up Gay.”5

Like cultural, postcolonial, and critical race studies, queer studies 
has been a privileged site for the explicit reconsideration of disciplinarity 
and knowledge production. All the essays in this special issue contend in 
some way or another with the question of queer epistemology, reorienting 
the field’s potential to engage with a wide field of normalization precisely 
through a critical reengagement with intersectionality in its manifold 
forms and locations. The social and political potential of such a critique 
is “precisely calibrated to the degree to which ‘queer’ is deployed as a 
catachresis,” Amy Villarejo observes in her essay, “Tarrying with the 
Normative: Queer Theory and Black History.” Investigating the 1968 
documentary Black History: Lost, Stolen, or Strayed? as a counterarchive for 
queer normalization, Villarejo posits a “queer of color” critique as making 
“good on the understanding of normativity as variegated, striated, con-
tradictory,” as the persistent tension “between systematization and desire, 
between reason and affect, between the literal and the figurative, between 
philosophy and literature.” In these interstitial spaces, Villarejo discovers 
yet another caveat to the practice of queer intersectionality, encouraging 
us to abandon “a certain literal understanding of the role of abstraction as 
enforcing a logic of equivalence in the production of the symptom.” Social 
and political differences cannot finally be equalized as analogous values 
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or commensurate forms of domination; instead, they must be considered 
in and through their supplemental deployments.6

Queer Diasporas

Attention to queer epistemology generates alternate critical genealogies 
for queer studies outside its conventional relationship to francophone and 
Anglo-American literatures and literary studies, as well as its presumed 
white masculine subjects. “Women of color feminism” and “queer of 
color critique” collectively explored by Nyong’o, Lee, Ferguson, and Vil-
larejo mark two such alternate critical genealogies for the investigation of 
normalization and difference. Queer diaspora is a third.

In their 1997 introduction to “Queer Transexions of Race, Nation, and 
Gender,” the editors note that the “theorization of divergent sexualities 
offered by contemporary queer critique and the interrogation of race and 
ethnicity undertaken within postcolonial studies and critical race theory 
are among the most significant recent developments in social analysis and 
cultural criticism. While the best work in these fields have emphasized that 
their objects of study cannot be understood in isolation from one another, 
the critical ramifications of this fact have nevertheless gone largely unex-
plored.”7 Eight years later, the critical ramifications of such a project have 
become part of our intellectual consciousness largely because of a critical 
mass of scholarship in queer of color critique as well as queer diasporas. 
Collectively, these two fields have systematically rethought critical race 
theory (which takes the U.S. nation-state as its conceptual frame) and 
postcolonial studies alongside scattered deployments of sexuality—its 
uneven mappings of time and space across domestic as well as diasporic 
landscapes.

For instance, in its denaturalizing of various origin narratives, such 
as “home” and “nation,” queer diasporas “investigates what might be 
gained politically by reconceptualizing diaspora not in conventional terms 
of ethnic dispersion, filiation, and biological traceability, but rather in 
terms of queerness, affiliation, and social contingency.” By doing so, queer 
diasporas emerges as a critical site “providing new ways of contesting 
traditional family and kinship structures—of reorganizing national and 
transnational communities based not on origin, filiation, and genetics but 
on destination, affiliation, and the assumption of a common set of social 
practices or political commitments.”8

In the shadows of postcoloniality, globalization, and the now infinite 
“war on terrorism,” queer diasporas have also become a concerted site for 
the interrogation of the nation-state, citizenship, imperialism, and empire. 
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It has examined the numerous ways in which racialized heteropatriarchy 
has been universalized as a Western discourse of (sexual) development, 
as a project of modernity and modernization, as a colonial and civilizing 
mission, as an index of political and social advancement, and as a story of 
human liberty and freedom. In this regard, the concerns of queer diasporas 
have worked, borrowing Dipesh Chakrabarty’s term, to “provincialize” 
queer studies, bringing problems of citizenship, sovereignty, migration, 
asylum, welfare, the public sphere, and civil society to questions of sexual-
ity and sexual development at the heart of the modern liberal nation-state. 
In the process, queer diasporas brings to conceptual crisis contradictions 
of global and domestic politics, as it broadens studies of migration in the 
Black Atlantic to consider other areas such as South Asia, East Asia, and 
Latin America. It shifts critical attention to the incommensurabilities of 
sexuality and national belonging while marking the false equivalences of 
the nation-state as well as the constitutive limits of “Queer Nation.”

In her contribution to this special issue, “Bollywood Spectacles: Queer 
Diasporic Critique in the Aftermath of 9/11,” Gayatri Gopinath delin-
eates the methodology of queer diasporic critique through figurations of 
the impure, the inauthentic, and the nonreproductive. If queer diasporic 
critique, Gopinath observes, takes to task the “implicit heteronormativity 
within some strands of area studies,” it also powerfully challenges “the 
parochialism of some strands of queer studies by making the study of 
sexuality central to an anti-imperialist, antiracist project.” Reading the 
ascension and global circulation of Bollywood cinema as a spectacle to be 
safely consumed in a post-9/11 U.S. national imaginary, Gopinath posits 
the queer South Asian female diasporic subject as an impossible figure, 
one who stands in contradistinction to the neoliberal citizen-subject. The 
incommensurability of these two figures, Gopinath contends, creates a 
conceptual space for challenging the binary construction of South Asian 
bodies as either “terrorists” or “model minorities,” as “inherently criminal 
and antinational or multicultural and assimilationist.”  

In similar regard, Jasbir K. Puar examines the “queer” figures of 
Sikh and Muslim terrorists. In “Queer Times, Queer Assemblages,” Puar 
explores how the Bush administration’s “war on terrorism” reconciles 
queerness to the liberal demands of rational subject formation, employing 
a rhetoric of sexual modernization that constructs the imperialist center 
as “tolerant” while castigating the backward other as “homophobic” and 
“perverse.” In our contemporary political moment, exceptionalist dis-
courses on sexual freedom all too easily conspire with U.S. nationalism 
and patriotism in the service of empire. Queer nationalism, Puar observes, 
“colludes with U.S. exceptionalisms embedded in nationalist foreign policy 
via the articulation and production of whiteness as a queer norm and 
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the tacit acceptance of U.S. imperialist expansion.” In short, nationalist 
debates on marriage and gays in the military come to replace any and all 
principled objections to state violence and torture, exemplified by Guantà-
namo and Abu Ghraib, on the global stage. Examining the figure of the 
suicide bomber as a “queer assemblage” resisting the demands of rational 
subject formation—the sanctioned binaries of subject and object—in favor 
of affective “temporal, spatial, and corporeal schisms,” Puar suggests that 
the ontologies of such figures reorient a diasporic imaginary that queers 
the habitus of the nation-state, its geopolitical mandates and imperialist 
ambitions.

In “Asian Diasporas, Neoliberalism, and Family: Reviewing the Case 
for Homosexual Asylum in the Context of Family Rights,” Chandan Reddy 
extends Puar’s notion of “tolerance,” queer nationalism, and U.S. excep-
tionalisms in a different direction. Reddy explores how the figure of the 
gay Pakistani asylum seeker works to challenge any contemporary under-
standing of the U.S. nation-state as the central guarantor of “freedom, 
destigmatization, and normality” in the global context of human rights or 
in the national arena of gay marriage political debate. Noting how recent 
U.S. immigration policy has worked to produce a racialized and gendered 
low-wage workforce precisely through the rubric of “family reunification” 
and its idealization of the heteropatriarchal family unit, he investigates 
how the state codes this migration as produced by the petitioning families 
themselves. In the process, the state projects itself as “a benevolent actor 
reuniting broken families or an overburdened and effete agent unable to 
prevent immigrants’ manipulation of its (mandatory) democratic and fair 
laws.” Either way, Reddy points out, the state gets to have its cake and eat 
it, too: such policies satisfy capital’s need for an ever-expanding low-wage 
workforce while exacerbating the conditions of noncitizen life through the 
dismantling of economic and social resources for immigrant communities. 
In an ever-shrinking civil society, Reddy concludes, family reunification 
enables state power to “create heteropatriarchal relations for the recruit-
ment and socialization of labor while justifying the exclusion of immigrant 
communities from state power through a liberal language of U.S. citizen-
ship as the guarantor of individual liberty and sexual freedom.” 

Such guarantees to individual liberty and sexual freedom provide 
little security for undocumented queers, as well as queers of color, in 
urban metropoles, an issue Martin F. Manalansan takes up in his essay 
“Race, Violence, and Neoliberal Spatial Politics in the Global City.” 
Manalansan explores the decimation of queer diasporic immigrant space 
in Jackson Heights, Queens. He notes how the disappearance of Arab as 
well as Muslim communities from neighborhood streets after the events 
of 9/11 coincided with the simultaneous gentrification of Jackson Heights 
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as a “new exotic gay mecca” for Manhattanites to visit and to consume as 
aestheticized commodity. Speculating that the (de)politicizing of nation-
alist politics about terrorism and race is in part shored up through the 
neoliberal recoding of queer life and lifestyle as the freedom to travel, tour, 
and consume safely in various settings and locales, Manalansan delineates 
the urban processes by which global politics in a post-9/11 world come to 
be embedded into the built environment. Neoliberalism short-circuits the 
politics of queer diaspora precisely through the “stabilizing and normal-
izing of specific forms of capitalist inequalities” in the guise of economic 
opportunity and similitude. In the process, queer diasporics, queers of 
color, the feminized, the foreign, the colored, and the poor are left with the 
short end of the political stick, as discourses of “personal responsibility” 
serve to excuse state obligation toward collective, public caretaking. 

If Manalansan focuses on how neoliberal and nationalist U.S. politics 
post-9/11 eviscerate queer diasporic spaces in the urban metropole, Karen 
Tongson’s attention to the suburban and rural periphery in her essay “JJ 
Chinois’s Oriental Express, or, How a Suburban Heartthrob Seduced 
Red America” relocates queer diasporic critique in the “heartland” of 
America. Tongson notes how queerness as hip metrosexuality configures 
these other areas as spaces of either departure or bypass. She examines 
the performance art of Lynne Chan, a second-generation Asian American 
artist, whose transgendered alter ego JJ Chinois denaturalizes a norma-
tive trajectory of queer development as the unidirectional migration from 
suburban to urban space by relocating his heartland adventures in the 
indeterminate zone of cyberspace. Through his domain name and virtual 
space, Tongson tracks JJ Chinois’s exploits in “Red America,” observing 
how this “dykeaspora” explodes “sentimental narratives” of longing inher-
ent in not just heteronormative but certain queer renderings of diaspora.

Queer Liberalism

Is “queer liberalism” no longer a paradox? 
As numerous essays in this special issue point out, the emergence of  

“queer liberalism” marks an unsettling though perhaps not entirely unex-
pected attempt to reconcile the radical political aspirations of queer studies’ 
subjectless critique with the contemporary liberal demands of a nationalist 
gay and lesbian U.S. citizen-subject petitioning for rights and recogni-
tion before the law. Indeed, our current historical moment is marked by 
a particular coming together of economic and political spheres that form 
the basis for liberal inclusion: the merging of a certain queer consumer 
lifestyle first established in the 1980s (and now typified by Bravo’s Queer 
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Eye for the Straight Guy) with recent juridical protections for gay and les-
bian domesticity established by the landmark 2003 U.S. Supreme Court 
decision Lawrence v. Texas decriminalizing gay sodomy as well as the Com-
monwealth of Massachusett’s legalizing of same-sex marriage in the same 
year. While in prior decades gays and lesbians sustained a radical critique 
of family and marriage, today many members of these groups have largely 
abandoned such critical positions, demanding access to the nuclear family 
and its associated rights, recognitions, and privileges from the state. That 
such queer liberalism comes at a historical moment of extreme right-wing 
nationalist politics should give us immediate pause.

Given the negative referendum on gay marriage in the 2004 presiden-
tial election that witnessed George W. Bush’s “reelection” on a platform of 
“moral values,” such rights, recognitions, and privileges might indeed be, 
to borrow from Gayatri Spivak, something gays and lesbians “cannot not 
want.” At the same time, queer intellectuals must untangle national forms 
of homophobia from the Republicans’ wholesale economic assault on the 
poor. Doing so would help to clarify the meaning of anti–gay marriage 
votes. For instance, Lisa Duggan’s recent work on the politics of gay mar-
riage suggests that most people in the United States are in favor of limited 
domestic partnership rights. However, they oppose gay marriage because 
traditional marriage is increasingly the only way to access federal welfare 
benefits in the United States. What Duggan has aptly labeled “homonor-
mativity,” the gay and lesbian liberal platform advocating for gay marriage 
while rhetorically remapping and recoding freedom and liberation in nar-
row terms of privacy, domesticity, and the unfettered ability to consume 
in the “free” market, collaborates with a mainstreamed nationalist politics 
of identity, entitlement, inclusion, and personal responsibility, while aban-
doning a more global critique of capitalist exploitation and domination, 
state violence and expansion, and religious fundamentalisms and hate.9

The turning away from a sustained examination of the vast inequali-
ties in civil society and commercial life that mark the paradoxes of queer 
liberalism find an unwitting accomplice in certain strands of contemporary 
queer studies. As numerous essays in this special issue emphasize, the 
problems of political economy cannot be abstracted away from the racial, 
gendered, and sexual hierarchies of the nation-state but must in fact be 
understood as operating in and through them. Yet the current return 
to an unapologetic and rapacious white masculine heteropatriarchy in a 
putatively “postidentity” and “postracial” U.S. nation-state finds some 
odd bedfellows in mainstream queer studies. 

For instance, both Hiram Perez and Judith Halberstam take the occa-
sion of an international “Gay Shame” conference at the University of 
Michigan in March 2003 to analyze how queer studies has evolved over 
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the last fifteen years to produce, and to reproduce, its own canonical set 
of proper subjects and objects, as well as intellectual methods and institu-
tional spaces. In “You Can Have My Brown Body and Eat It, Too!” Perez 
resists queer liberalism’s demand for the “active untroubling” of race in 
queer studies. He notes that the conference occurred within a week of the 
U.S. invasion of Iraq and in the midst of the Grutter v. Bollinger (2003) and 
Gratz v. Bollinger (2003) affirmative action cases involving the University 
of Michigan, yet it was a conference that included only one queer person 
of color out of forty invited participants. Perez speculates that our con-
servative historical moment finds an unfortunate parallel in the attempts 
to entrench a “transparent white subject” at the heart of queer studies: 
“Queer theorists who can invoke that transparent subject, and choose to 
do so,” Perez writes, “reap the dividends of whiteness.” “Brown” is what 
needs to be exploited and maintained for a weak multiculturalism to inhere, 
the “fixity” of race providing the ground for queer theory’s performative 
sexuality, the ground against which the figure of complex (white) gay male 
sexuality and shame unfolded. “The chronic failure of establishmentarian 
queer theory to revisit its fundamental collusions with American liberal-
ism,” Perez concludes, “consolidates indivisibilities—white, patriarchal, 
heteronormative—contrary to any professed anti-identity.”

Like Perez, Halberstam recognizes the political and intellectual prom-
ises of queer studies as yet unfulfilled to the extent that queer too quickly 
collapses back into “gay and lesbian” and, more often than not, a “pos-
sessive individualism” that simply connotes “gay,” “white,” and “male.” 
In “Shame and White Gay Masculinity,” Halberstam contends that the 
future of queer studies “depends absolutely on moving away from white 
gay male identity politics and learning from the radical critiques offered by 
a younger generation of queer scholars who draw their intellectual inspira-
tion from feminism and ethnic studies rather than white queer studies.” 
Observing that feminism and queer of color critique offer a rich critical 
vocabulary for female and racialized subjects to respond to the politics of 
shame and neoliberal claims to rights, Halberstam notes that “the only 
people really lacking a politically urgent language with which to describe 
and counter shame are gay white men.” Indeed, it is gay white male shame, 
Halberstam concludes, “that has proposed ‘pride’ as the appropriate rem-
edy and that focuses its libidinal and other energies on simply rebuilding 
the self that shame dismantled rather than taking apart the social processes 
that project shame onto queer subjects in the first place.”

Much of queer theory nowadays sounds like a metanarrative about 
the domestic affairs of white homosexuals. Surely, queer studies prom-
ises more than a history of gay men, a sociology of gay male sex clubs, an 
anthropology of gay male tourism, a survey of gay male aesthetics. The 
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emergence of queer liberalism challenges us to reconsider some of the 
canonical ideas of the field—shame and intimacy, normal and antinormal, 
publics and counterpublics—for their contemporary liberal deployments. 
As crucial as these intellectual paradigms have been to the establishment 
of queer studies, it is important to insist on their continuing reevaluation 
in both their historical applications and their contemporary contexts. The 
discourse of publics and counterpublics, for instance, traces itself to a 
Habermasian analysis of the emergence of the bourgeois public sphere and 
the rise of liberal society in eighteenth-century Enlightenment thought. 
The homogeneity of Habermas’s public sphere—its assumptions of an 
abstract citizen-subject who inhabits and moves with ease through civil 
society—reprises the universalizing tendencies of “gay shame” as well as 
progress narratives of Western modernity and development that postcolo-
nial, feminist, and critical race studies have effectively deconstructed.

The dialectic of public and counterpublic loses any critical edge to 
account for “perverse” modernities, those queer bodies and knowledges 
that exist outside the boundaries of sanctioned time and space, legal status, 
citizen-subjecthood, and liberal humanism. In this regard, Nayan Shah’s 
contribution, “Policing Privacy, Migrants, and the Limits of Freedom,” 
rethinks the liberation narrative of Lawrence v. Texas in the context of early-
twentieth-century sodomy cases involving racialized migrant workers in 
the rural West. Shah contends that, historically, “sexual identity is not 
the determining factor in prosecuting sodomy, but, rather, differentials of 
class, age, and race shape the policing that leads to sodomy and public mor-
als arrests.” Finding a contemporary parallel in the mixed-race “couple” 
of John Lawrence (who is white) and Tyrone Garner (who is black), peti-
tioners in the Lawrence v. Texas case, Shah asks where and for whom does 
privacy, mobility, and freedom of intimate contact apply historically and 
legally. He observes that the gay male subject assumed by contemporary 
queer theorists in public-counterpublic debates “has both free access to 
participate in the public world of the intimate and may also retreat to a 
private realm of intimacy.” In turn, Shah posits Samuel Delany’s queer 
ethnography of the radical transformation of Times Square beginning 
in the mid-1980s as situating “inequality and interclass and interethnic 
contact at the center of his analysis of public sex and sexual publics.”10

Tackling the liberatory assumptions of Lawrence v. Texas from another 
angle, Teemu Ruskola’s “Gay Rights versus Queer Theory: What Is Left 
of Sodomy after Lawrence v. Texas?” asks to “what extent are commit-
ments to queerness and liberal rights compatible?” Noting how Lawrence 
v. Texas anxiously inscribes a discourse of “dignity” and “respect” to gay 
and lesbian relationships rather than to gay and lesbian sex, Ruskola insists 
that an “intimate personal relationship should not be a requirement for 
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having a constitutionally protected sex life.” The insistent analogizing 
of homosexual intimacy to heterosexual marriage in Justice Kennedy’s 
majority decision in Lawrence v. Texas belies the resilience of compulsory 
heterosexuality in its “new, second-generation form.” Gay liberation and 
rights do not connote “freedom,” however useful or politically necessary 
they might be. Instead, Lawrence v. Texas leaves queer subjects in an under-
regulated and nebulous space between “criminalization and legitimization 
through marriage.”

Both Michael Cobb’s and Janet R. Jakobsen’s essays round out the 
issue by exploring queer liberation in the context of religion and regu-
lation. In “Uncivil Wrongs: Race, Religion, Hate, and Incest in Queer 
Politics,” Cobb investigates religious hate speech as the “limits of liberal-
ism.” Exploring the various religious arguments against homosexuality 
as the “horror of incest” and the “decline of the traditional, heterosexual 
family,” he observes that the alignment of homosexuality with “like race” 
analogies provides a political opportunity to expose the liberal limits of 
tolerance and free speech.

Extending Cobb’s insights, Jakobsen’s essay, “Sex + Freedom = Regu-
lation: Why?” offers a careful genealogy of “freedom” in relation to the 
institution of marriage. Jakobsen traces how the Protestant Reformation 
linked the idea of individual freedom to the institution of marriage. “Mar-
riage, then, like the market,” she writes, “is part of the freedom from the 
church that marks the beginning of modernity.” Yet it would be foolish to 
think that in the capitalist marketplace freedom is the antithesis of sexual 
regulation and that the marketplace is “value-free.” The incitement to 
matrimony and reproductive sexuality—the option to wed a partner of 
one’s own “choosing”—becomes the only expression of sexual freedom in 
the secular age and is thus “constitutive of freedom as we know it.” In the 
era of queer liberalism, it would be a mistake to believe that, since sexual 
regulation seems to be based in religious intolerance and hate, the answer 
would be to defend secular freedom. “Our problem,” Jakobsen concludes, 
“is as much secular freedom as it is religious regulation.” That gay iden-
tity, which starts with freedom from the family, has led us so inexorably 
and vehemently back to the institution of same-sex marriage ironically 
symptomizes this confusion. It is through marriage that gay people fully 
become individuals, and this discourse of individualism is precisely the 
point at which sexual regulation and gay “liberation” meet.
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Where Now?

In her closing comments at the “Gay Shame” conference at the University 
of Michigan, Gayle Rubin suggested that the event’s participants might 
shift for a moment their attentions from “gay shame” to “gay humility.” 
In an age of queer liberalism, Rubin’s call for “gay humility” serves as 
heuristic device for a return to what a desirably queer world might look 
like. In our putatively “postidentity” and “postracial” age such a turn is 
urgent. In this regard, our attention to queer epistemology, queer dias-
poras, and queer liberalism might be considered one modest attempt to 
frame queer studies more insistently and productively within a politics of 
epistemological humility.

Such a politics must also recognize that much of contemporary queer 
scholarship emerges from U.S. institutions and is largely written in English.  
This fact indicates a problematic dynamic between U.S. scholars whose 
work in queer studies is read in numerous sites around the world. Scholars 
writing in other languages and from other political and cultural perspec-
tives read but are not, in turn, read. These uneven exchanges replicate in 
uncomfortable ways the rise and consolidation of U.S. empire, as well as 
the insistent positing of a U.S. nationalist identity and political agenda 
globally. We propose epistemological humility as one form of knowledge 
production that recognizes these dangers.

From a similar perspective, and in regard to a virulent post–9/11 U.S. 
militarism that dominates contemporary politics, Judith Butler observes 
that the “very fact that we live with others whose values are not the same 
as our own, or who set a limit to what we can know, or who are opaque to 
us, or who are strange, or are partially understood, that just means we live 
with a kind of humility.”11 Butler suggests that that to take responsibility 
in democratic polity does not mean to take responsibility for “the entirety 
of the world” but to place ourselves “in a vividly de-centered way” in a 
world marked by the differences of others. An ethical attachment to oth-
ers insists that we cannot be the center of the world or act unilaterally on 
its behalf. It demands a world in which we must sometimes relinquish not 
only our epistemological but also our political certitude. Suffice it to say 
that to appreciate “what’s queer about queer studies now” is to embrace 
such a critical perspective and to honor such an ethics of humility. 
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Abstract

This article examines  the  relationship between  intersectionality and  the digital  humanities.  Intersectionality  offers  a
critical approach to debates between theory and method in the field,  transcending simplistic hack vs. yack binaries.
This article situates debates over difference in the digital humanities within the context of the culture wars within the
U.S. academy during the 1980s and 1990s, locating the stakes for diversity in the digital humanities. It surveys digital
humanities  projects,  outlining  the  need  for  alternate  histories  of  the  digital  humanities  told  through  intersectional
lenses.  Finally,  the  article  proposes ways  of  looking  forward  towards  the  deeper  intersectional  analysis  needed  to
expand intellectual diversity in the field and move difference beyond the margins of the digital humanities.

Introduction
While  digital  humanities  has  grown,  so  too  has  the  number  of  voices  making  the  case  for  attention  to  race,  class,  gender,  sexuality,  ability,
nationality,  and  other  categories  of  identity  in  the  field.  Increasing  numbers  of  panels  at  the  annual  meetings  of  Digital  Humanities;  Modern
Language Association; American Studies Association; American Historical Association; National Women’s Studies Association; and Humanities,
Arts, Science, and Technology Alliance and Collaboratory  (HASTAC) examine  the  role of difference  in digital humanities scholarship.  In  today’s
“digital  humanities moment”  [Gold  2013],  the  field  often  reencounters  the  growing  pains  of  the  “eternal  September  of  the  digital  humanities”
 [Nowviskie 2013].  As  a  result,  recurring  questions  insist  on  the  need  for  cultural  critique  in  the  field:  “Where  is  cultural  criticism  in  the  digital
humanities?”    [Liu  2013],  “Can  we  describe  digital  archives  as  feminist?”    [Wernimont  2013],  “Why  are  the  digital  humanities  so  white?”
 [McPherson 2013], and  “Can  information be unfettered?”   [Earhart 2013]. The persistence of  these questions demonstrates  the need  for more
answers to the pressing matter of inclusion and exclusion within the field.

A  recent  special  issue  of  the  journal  differences,  “In  the  Shadow  of  the  Digital  Humanities,”  considers  the  fraught  relationship  between  digital
humanities and diversity. The call for papers for  the Canadian Society  for Digital Humanities and Association for Computers and the Humanities
joint conference encourages proposals  from “women, people of color, LGBTQ, or other underrepresented groups”   [Saklofske 2014].  The  2015

Digital  Diversity  conference  in  Edmonton  celebrates  the  20th  anniversary  of  The Orlando  Project  and  asks,  “Have  decades  of  digital  studies
enhanced, altered, or muted  the project  to  recover and represent more diverse histories of writers,  thinkers, and artists positioned differently by
gender,  race,  ethnicity,  sexualities,  social  class,  and/or  global  location?”  [Digital Diversity 2015].  Such  calls  suggest  that  scholars within  digital
humanities have begun recognizing the need for  inclusive representation and a critical approach that  foregrounds intellectual diversity within the
field.

Resistance to the utility of cultural criticism abounds. Notably, Matthew Kirschenbaum argues many critics target a construct of “digital humanities”
rather than the varied range of projects that comprise the field [Kirschenbaum 2014]. In distinguishing between a discursive subject of criticism and
material praxis, he echoes debates over the “hack vs. yack” binary – doing vs. theorizing – that have taken place in the field [Ramsay 2011]; [Cecire
2011]; [Schmidt 2011]; [Jones 2013]. Invoking a division between the two has been something of a stock move, used in equal measure to call digital
humanists untheoretical [Bauer 2011] and to distance digital humanities from the messy realities of race, gender, sexuality, class, and other forms
of difference [Smith 2007].  As Bethany Nowviskie  notes,  the  binary  has  become  a  strawman  for  a  false  claim  of  a  “fundamental  opposition  in
thinking between humanities theorists and deliberately antitheoretical DH ‘builders’”  [Nowviskie 2014]. The division between “hack” and “yack” has
been complicated by the idea of tacit knowledge [Turkel 2010] that emerges from “journeyman learning experiences”  [Nowviskie 2012] and by the
intimate  link  between  building  and  knowing within  the  field  [Rockwell  2011];  [Scheinfeldt  2010a].  Yet,  the  binary  persists,  both  in  questionable
arguments that cultural criticism targets a discursive construction of the field alone and invalid claims that an emphasis on building makes digital
humanities untheoretical.

The relationship between theory and praxis is integral to the digital humanities. Connections between the two appear in the archives built, corpora
analyzed, oral histories recorded, and geographies mapped. As Alan Liu has suggested, the practices of digital humanities make engagement with
cultural critique online possible [Liu 2013]. In turn, theory contributes to the development of the field’s metadiscourse and enables a critical look at
material practices, including their omissions. Those of us who work with issues of difference often perceive the ways that many digital humanities
projects fail to engage with race, gender, disability, class, sexuality, or a combination thereof. Some of the most developed digital humanities work –
The Rossetti Archive, The Walt Whitman Archive, The William Blake Archive  –  preserve  the writing  of  dead white men,  specifically  individuals
unlikely to be forgotten in Anglophone literary history even if  these projects did not exist. There are practical explanations for such subjects. For
example, the body of pre1923 public domain material digitized and ready for study privileges canonical writers and texts. As Earhart argues, fewer
scholars  are  working  with  digital  textual  recovery  and  diversifying  the  available  texts  [Earhart  2013].  Yet,  as  Skye  Bianco  has  argued,  the
consolidation of digital humanities as a recognizable field for institutions and grantors has led to exposure for “disciplinarily legible projects” that rely
on canonicity for justification, yielding a field that trades on “its kinship to much older modes of humanistic study”  [Bianco 2013]. Bianco describes
this  trend  as  a  form  of  “retrohumanism”  that  does  not  account  for  recent  developments  in  the  humanities,  like  cultural  studies,  feminism,
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postcolonial studies, critical race studies, or queer studies [Bianco 2013]. Earhart proposes that digital humanities might intervene by reviving digital
textual recovery work and identifying the omissions of the canon: “crucial work by women, people of color, and the GLBTQ community”  [Earhart
2013].  The  stakes  here  are  high;  as  digital  humanities  becomes  the  public  face  of  the  humanities  through  organizations  like  4Humanities  and
HASTAC, retrohumanism cannot be the order of the day. Without attention to the omissions that exist within digital humanities scholarship, the field
risks replicating the exclusions of a dominant culture that already relegates difference to its margins.

To avoid this pitfall, we need critical approaches that transcend false binaries between “hack” and “yack.” Intersectionality is one such frame that
offers  a  way  of  examining  the  history  of  digital  humanities  to  identify  strategies  for  greater  intellectual  diversity  in  the  field.  Intersectionality
originates  in  the work of Kimberlé Crenshaw, a  legal scholar who sought a model  for understanding the relationship between race, gender, and
violence against women of color. The concept articulates Crenshaw’s perception that “the experiences of women of color are frequently the product
of  intersecting patterns of  racism and sexism”   [Crenshaw 1991, 1243]. Through her  research with women  living  in shelters, Crenshaw saw  the
ways  the  women  encountered  “burdens,  largely  the  consequence  of  gender  and  class  oppression...compounded  by  the  racially  discriminatory
employment and housing practices women of color often  face, as well as by  the disproportionately high unemployment among people of color”
  [Crenshaw  1991,  1245–1246].  Crenshaw  proposes  that  “multilayered  and  routinized  forms  of  domination...often  converge”  to  shape  the
experiences and limit the opportunities of women of color – black women in particular – whose concerns are not adequately represented by either
antiracist or feminist discourse alone [Crenshaw 1991, 1245]. From Crenshaw’s grounded analysis in the 1980s to now, intersectionality has come
to signify the ways that oppression manifests through multiple facets of identity that confer or withhold privilege, unearned advantages that accrue
to  individuals  on  the  basis  of  their  identities [McIntosh  1990].  In  its more  expansive  definition,  intersectionality  is  generally  understood  to  look
beyond the raceclassgender triad described by Crenshaw to additional axes of difference including sexuality and ability. As a lens for scholarship
in the digital humanities, intersectionality resists binary logic, encourages complex analysis, and foregrounds difference.

This article proposes that intersectionality is a viable approach to cultural criticism in the digital humanities, enabling us to write alternate histories of
the field that transcend simplistic “hack” vs. “yack” binaries. I begin by situating debates over difference in the digital humanities within the larger
context of the culture wars within the US academy in the 1980s and 1990s to locate the stakes of diversity within the field. Then, I suggest what an
intersectional approach to digital humanities might look like and offer a survey of projects through an intersectional lens. Finally, I suggest ways the
field might look forward towards deeper intersectional analysis needed to develop a transformed, inclusive digital humanities.

The Lessons of Theory
In 2009, William Pannapacker called digital humanities “the next big thing,” a move that recalls the rise of critical theory, the last big thing to shape
the humanities [Pannapacker 2009]. Responses to digital humanities from cultural critics in the mainstream press often echo the culture wars of the
late 1980s and early 1990s, the struggle within the US academy over the fraught relationship between literature and theory. As the story goes, with
the advent of theory, Shakespeare was going to be jettisoned for Saussure, Defoe for Derrida. Cultural critic Roger Kimball argued that “ideological
posturing, pop culture, and hermetic word games” were supplanting humanities education [Kimball 1990, 11]. Critics of the digital humanities have
made analogous charges. For example, Adam Kirsch suggests, “...the very idea of language as the basis of humane education – even of human
identity – seems to give way to a post or preverbal discourse of pictures and objects. Digital humanities becomes another name for the obsequies
of humanism”  [Kirsch 2014]. Digital humanities reduces literature to “data.” Distant reading is destroying close reading.

History repeats itself in other ways too. The backlash against theory for its elision of difference resonates with arguments for cultural critique within
digital  humanities.  Along  with  theory  came  criticism  of  its  rise  from  black,  ethnic,  and  women’s  studies.  Many  scholars  in  these  fields  were
conscious of their hardwon gains during the 1960s and 1970s – establishing academic departments and journals and having their work recognized
as  scholarship  –  and worried  their  position  within  the  academy would  be  jeopardized  by  the  arrival  of  theory  in  the  1980s.  They  did  not  see
theoretical models based on the work of Karl Marx, Michel Foucault, and Jacques Derrida as schools of thought that promoted their goals. Rather,
they viewed the rise of theory in opposition to their work, which was located not in continental philosophy but in lived experiences of difference in
the U.S.

In her essay “The Race for Theory,” Barbara Christian writes about the growing importance of theory in the academy in the late 1980s, articulating
concerns  about  inclusion  and  exclusion  that  are  strikingly  relevant  to  the  digital  humanities.  She  begins,  “The  New  Philosophers,  eager  to
understand a world  that  is  today  fast escaping  their political control, have redefined  literature so  that  the distinctions  implied by  the  term…have
been blurred. They have changed literary critical  language to suit their own purposes as philosophers, and they have reinvented the meaning of
theory”    [Christian  1987,  51].  Just  as  theory’s  “New  Philosophers”  have  begun  transforming  literary  studies  through  theory,  so  too  are  digital
humanists opening up new possibilities for scholarship. Christian’s “literary critical language” is digital humanities’ “methodologies.” She anticipates
a shift in the landscape of the academy, wondering what will happen to radical critics if theory becomes a defining part of literary scholarship and a
commodity  for appointment,  tenure, and promotion. Christian sees  the possibility of  radical critique being domesticated as  “black, women,  [and]
third world” scholars invested in intersectional approaches to literature are coerced into adopting the language of theory and “speaking a language
and defining their discussion in terms alien to and opposed to our needs and orientations”  [Christian 1987, 52]. Likewise, scholars  in  the digital
humanities advocating for cultural critique recognize that engaging with difference is not only a question of representation but also one of method.

Digital humanities scholars who work with difference fear for its viability, much like Christian and her colleagues worried about their relationship to
theory in the 1980s. Will black, ethnic, and women’s studies be legible within digital humanities? Will other forms of difference – gender, sexuality,
ability – have a place in the field as well? Scholars who take up these issues focus on the ways digital humanities intersects with how we engage
difference in our work. These approaches are grounded in core questions of difference above, articulated by Alan Liu, Jacqueline Wernimont, Tara
McPherson,  and  Amy  Earhart,  among  others.  Newer  groups  within  digital  humanities  have  been  inspired  by  their  concerns.  For  example,
#transformDH is “an academic guerilla movement seeking to (re)define capitalletter Digital Humanities as a force for transformative scholarship by
collecting, sharing, and highlighting projects that push at its boundaries and work for social justice, accessibility, and inclusion”  [transformDH 2012].
The roots of #transformDH lie  in “intersectional critical cultural studies” such as “critical  race and ethnic studies;  feminist, gender, queer studies;
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postcolonial, transnational, diaspora; disability studies; DIY (Add your own!)”  [CongHuyen 2013]. As a result, #transformDH operates under the
assertion that “gender, sexuality, race, nationality, and ability are all central to how we encounter and participate in digital humanities” and that “we
must work collectively towards transformative, social justice oriented engagements”  [CongHuyen 2013]. Similarly, Postcolonial Digital Humanities,
or #dhpoco, has sought to build a community of scholars working at the intersections of postcolonial studies and the digital humanities, to promote
“global  explorations  of  race,  class,  gender,  sexuality,  and  disability  within  cultures  of  technology”    [Risam  2013].  Another  initiative,  Global
Outlook::Digital Humanities (GO::DH), a special interest group of the Alliance of Digital Humanities Organizations (ADHO), fosters communication
and  collaboration  around  the  world,  navigating  not  only  geographic  but  also  economic  difference  and  the  practical  challenges  of  embracing
multilingualism within ADHO. The organization has supported the development of regional and linguistic tracks like South Asian Digital Humanities,
Red Humanidades Digitales,  and  Associação  das  Humanidades  Digitais;  a  whisper  campaign  to  facilitate  onthefly  translations  at  the  Digital
Humanities  2014  meeting;  and  Alex  Gil’s  Around  DH  in  80  Days  website  that  showcases  the  international  scope  of  projects.  Groups  like
#transformDH, Postcolonial Digital Humanities, and GO::DH situate their missions at the intersections of multiple axes of difference, recognizing the
need for attention to the complex power relations that serve as barriers to achieving inclusivity within the digital humanities.

The recent popularity of digital humanities obscures a longer history of which these initiatives are part. Just as Christian pushes back against the
newness of theory and argues, “people of color have always theorized”  [Christian 1987, 52], there are earlier, oftunrecognized instances of digital
humanities  work  that  engages  with  difference.  Since  the  1990s,  Afrofuturist  scholars  have  been  framing  technoculture  through  intersectional
lenses. Afrofuturism is an African American literary and artistic movement that foregrounds speculative approaches to displacement, belonging, and
home for the African diaspora. Its literary dimensions encompass science and speculative fiction by writers like Nalo Hopkinson, Octavia Butler, and
Samuel R. Delaney, while its critical angle has considered the ways that blackness, gender, class, and sexuality intersect in technoculture. Alondra
Nelson created  the  Afrofuturism  listserv  in  the  1990s  to  examine  futurist  themes  in  African  diasporic  cultural  production,  blackness  in  science
fiction, and the possibilities of black technoculture. Her 2001 edited volume Technicolor: Race, Technology, and Everyday Life (with Thuy Linh Tu)
was one of  the  first collections  to consider  the  influence of  racial politics on  technoculture, and she also edited a 2002  issue of Social Text  on
Afrofuturism, with an emphasis on how new media, culture, and technology influence the African Diaspora. Kali Tal, who developed the Afrofuturism
website, is perhaps best known for her article “Life Behind the Screen,” which considers omissions in cyberculture scholarship in the mid1990s [Tal
1996]. Scholars like W.E.B. Du Bois, she argues, have been theorizing identity in ways useful for but largely ignored by cyberculture studies. This
body of work, which situates  the African diaspora within  the digital milieu, exists alongside early efforts at  textual  recovery  for African American
studies  during  the  1990s.  As  Earhart  has  suggested,  projects  like  The  Charles  Chesnutt  Archive  and  Race  and  Place:  An  AfricanAmerican
Community in the Jim Crow South embraced the affordances of emerging Internet  technologies to resist canon bias among early digital projects
[Earhart 2013]. To recognize this work within digital humanities is to embrace the possibilities of digital cultural recovery for the African diaspora.
Earhart herself has begun archiving and recovering early work through her project The Diverse History of Digital Humanities.

Another  area  of  scholarship  that  inspires  digital  humanities  scholars  invested  in  intersectionality  is  new media  studies, which  has  been  asking
difficult questions about difference and the Internet since the 2000s. Lisa Nakamura’s work  interrogates the ways that online experiences shape
perceptions of race, ethnicity, and identity, drawing on critical race theory as she identifies a relationship between operations of stereotypes online
and offline [Nakamura 2002]; [Nakamura 2012]. She  further suggests  that  the  Internet  is a space of  reembodiment along  the  lines of  race and
gender, as biotechnologies and other forces shape the online body [Nakamura 2007]. Similarly, Wendy Chun has examined how superficial views
of difference have led to troubling beliefs that online spaces are disembodied and therefore insulated from the realities of social inequalities [Chun
2001]; [Chun 2005]. Anna Everett also takes up related issues, ranging from race in the digital public sphere [Everett 2002] to black public life and
black women’s experiences online [Everett 2009] and the influence of intersectional forms of difference in video games [Everett 2014]. Bringing a
postcolonial lens to these debates, Pramod Nayar argues that technologized bodies are “raced, gendered, and classed, and situated in particular
social,  and  economic,  and  cultural  contexts”  and  emphasizes  the  importance  of  acknowledging  subalternity  in  cyberspace  [Nayar  2010,  66].
Drawing on theories of globalization as well as postcolonial studies, Radhika Gajjala examines the nature of South Asian technospaces, the effects
of microfinance  and  peertopeer  lending  on  women’s  craft  communities,  and  the  ways  silence  and  voice  are  shaped  online,  insisting  on  the
relationship between  the  local, global, and digital  [Gajjala 2008]; [Gajjala 2012]. Attending  to  questions  of media  and migration,  Isabelle  Rigoni
argues  that  intersectionality  is  an  important  tool  for  analyzing  ethnic  minority  media.  She  suggests  that  while  representation  is  increasingly
happening  in  digital media,  little  attention  has  been  paid  to  how  race,  gender,  and  postcolonial  migration  together  “produce  and maintain  the
unequal distribution of power in the mediascape”  [Rigoni 2012, 834]. Her work situates the affordances of  intersectionality  for analysis of digital
media, arguing that it “provide[s] an important analytical and conceptual tool for enabling us to understand gender, race, and class, as dimensions
of  social  identities  in  transition,  especially  as  reflected  in  the  media”    [Rigoni  2012,  835].  Ben  Aslinger  and  Nina  Huntemann  also  identify  a
relationship between new media studies and intersectionality, suggesting that new media studies may be a safe space for intersectional analysis
and a challenge to the “often described conflation/caricature of the new media scholar as an apolitical white heterosexual male academic”  [Aslinger
2013, 11]. Together,  these developments  in new media speak  to  the strides  that  feminist, queer, and critical  race  theory scholars have made  in
interrogating the relationship between digital media and multiple categories of identity, changing the ways we understand the relationship between
networks, digital media, and subjectivity.

Recent  calls  for  intersectional  analysis  in  digital  humanities  are  further  indebted  to  Sandra  Harding’s  groundbreaking  work  in  feminist  and
postcolonial science and technology studies, which considers the relationship between feminist ways of knowing in scientific paradigms, the role of
multiculturalism  in  science  studies,  and  the  imperialist  foundations  of  European  and  American  science  [Harding  1998];  [Harding  2008].  This
scholarship  speaks  to  the  relationship between difference  and  technology  in  a  range  of  intersectional  forms.  Implications  for  digital  humanities
include  the emphasis on  technoscience, which enables critical analysis of  the materiality of digital and computational  technologies  in  relation  to
power,  embodiment,  and  difference. Emphasizing  that  technologies  themselves  are  implicated  in  intersectionality, Claire Potter  has  suggested,
“New digital technologies have their own history, one that is recent to be sure, but that nevertheless resonates to historical questions of race, class,
gender,  nationalism,  and  sexuality  that  are  at  the  heart  of  a  feminist  intellectual  enterprise”    [Potter  2010,  358].  Together,  these  scholarly
contributions to difference in technoculture have places in the alternate histories we must write about the digital humanities. They offer models that
foreshadow the role of intersectional analysis in the field by making the case that engagement with computational technologies is inextricably linked
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to questions of history, culture,  identity, and difference. They hint at methods  that advocate  inclusion and critical analysis but are situated  in  the
materiality of technologies – the very methods central to an intersectional approach to digital humanities.

Towards an Intersectional Digital Humanities
These concerns are vital to the analytical work of digital humanities, the computational technologies developed or used to produce scholarship, and
the ways projects  are  designed.  Like  any  scholarly  field,  digital  humanities  veers  towards  the monolithic,  constructing  centers  and  peripheries.
Every definition is necessarily exclusionary but the task of defining is an inevitable part of academic practice. Yet, acts of exclusion often come at
the expense of those who inhabit the margins and whose identities are shaped by intersecting axes of difference. This phenomenon manifests in
multiple ways, from the presumptive white maleness of digital humanities [Bailey 2011]  to the canon bias within the field [Earhart 2013]; [Bianco
2013]. That is to say, this is not only a matter of the diversity of individuals within digital humanities but also of intellectual diversity. Therefore, it is
incumbent on those at the center of the digital humanities to understand the position of those whose work dwells in the peripheries, to understand
the historical legacies that link knowledge production with the denigration – even the destruction – of that which is other.

What I offer here is the beginning of a genealogy that identifies the influences of intersectionality on digital humanities, in its approach to theory and
practice. I chart the ways intersectionality has been part of conversations in the digital humanities and survey projects in which we might find hints
of intersectionality. These are the traces on which we might build to properly situate intersectionality as critical approach to the field. Broad in range,
hallmarks  of  intersectionality  in  digital  humanities  include  common  sense  advice  for  cultivating  a  diverse  community,  theoretical  models  for
understanding the ways difference shapes digital practices, applied theoretical models that position intersectionality as an already existing but oft
overlooked part  of  computation,  and practical  tweaks  like acknowledging  inclusions and exclusions  in  data or  developing  search  functions  that
enable  intersectional  engagement.  Projects  that  are  explicitly  intersectional  in  their  design  and  development  are  more  rare  but  nonetheless
essential.

Among early voices advocating for a theoretically intersectional approach to digital humanities is Martha Nell Smith, who proposes that the rigor of
the field depends on it. She suggests, “Our pliant and accommodating standards need also to be more interdisciplinary and take into account the
‘messy’ facts of authorship, production, and reception: race, class, gender, and sexuality”  [Smith 2007, 2]. Undertaking such a task of “embracing
messy humanity in all its diversities” is, according to Smith, “no longer a luxury for our community, it is a necessity”  [Smith 2007, 2]. More recently,
Smith has issued a call to integrate feminist, critical race, sexuality, and classbased analysis into digital humanities, particularly in digital archival
practice. Such an approach would address questions  like  “How have  these  items of knowledge and  the organizations and working groups who
made them come into being? Who has stakes in their presentation? What is visible in these new media archives and what might not be? Can what
is invisible but relevant be known to users of new digital archives?”  [Smith 2014, 409]. To thaw the “frozen social relations”  [Smith 2014, 404] that
she identifies within digital humanities scholarship, Smith suggests, “Producers should make every effort to make clear what has been occluded by
remediation, by principles and practices of selection, and to unfreeze old binaries of authority and involve users in knowledge production”  [Smith
2014, 409]. That is to say, digital humanities scholarship must be selfreflexive, interrogating its own positionality within the broader landscape of
knowledge production, along axes of difference.

Another consideration is the tensions evoked by engagement with difference in the digital humanities. The field is beleaguered by its own creation
myths and  investment  in  “niceness,”  “collegiality,”  and  “openness.” Tom Scheinfeldt  attributes  this  niceness  to  the  field’s  investment  in method,
suggesting  that methodological  debates are easier  to  resolve  than  theoretical  ones  [Scheinfeldt 2010b].  Conversely,  Bianco  has  proposed  that
depictions of digital  humanities  as  the  “cool  kids’  table”  from outside  the  field  and  the  emphasis  on niceness within mean digital  humanities  is
“constructing itself through the competing narratives of privileged, middleclass, white highschool politics in tension with privileged, middleclass,
white people who work ‘nicely’ together”  [Bianco 2013]. These issues – niceness, method, difference, theory – came to the fore in responses to
Miriam Posner’s essay about coding. While not opposed to code, Posner  identifies the way that knowledge of coding plays out along gendered,
classed, and racialized lines, noting that “men – middleclass white men” are more likely to have been encouraged to engage with computational
technology at a young age [Posner 2012]. Identifying the  intersectional structural biases  influencing  trends  in who  is most  likely  to know how to
code, Posner suggests, “If you [digital humanists] want women and people of color  in your community,  if  it  is  important  to you to have a diverse
discipline, you need to do something besides exhort us to code”  [Posner 2012]. Responses to Posner’s post, which included dissent, revealed how
misunderstood the connection between theory and method can be. She responded by linking method – coding – to theory – arguing, “Let’s make
inequities  of  power  something  else  we  decide  to  abandon”  and  proposing  guidelines  for  intersectional  engagement  in  the  digital  humanities
community: “1. Let’s think about ways to build communities of underrepresented people...2. Let’s acknowledge that we all do racist and sexist stuff
sometimes...3. Let’s talk about when our niceness could be shutting down important conversations...4. Let’s believe people when they tell us they
feel uncomfortable”  [Posner 2012]. Here, Posner identifies the influence of difference, arguably a theoretical concern, on method. These guidelines
are a precondition to an intersectional response to difference in digital humanities that embraces the relationship between theory and method.

Approaching difference by blending Smith’s recommendations for intersectional analysis and Posner’s community guidelines reveals the ways the
field  is  already  informed  by  intersectionality.  As Bianco  has  suggested,  computational  scholarship  already  is  “a  radically  heterogeneous  and  a
multimodally  layered – read, not visible – set of practices, constraints and codifications that operate below the  level of user  interaction”  [Bianco
2013]. In that layer, operations of intersectionality may be visible if we look for them. Accordingly, Bianco notes, “Our ethics, methods and theory
are  not  transparent  in  our  tools,  unless  you  have  the  serious  knowhow  to  critically  make  them  or  hack  them”    [Bianco  2013].  While  digital
humanists  themselves may  have  access  to  that  layer  by  virtue  of  technical  skill,  users  engaging  with  digital  humanities  scholarship may  not.
Similarly, Smith argues, “Tools cannot be separated from the knowledge systems in which they have been imagined and made” but proposes we
might  frame  intersectional practices as  tools  themselves [Smith 2014, 408]. To do so would ensure  that digital humanities scholarship unsettles
essentialist  categories,  rather  than  reifying  existing  assumptions  about  race,  gender,  class,  ability,  sexuality,  or  other  categories  of  difference.
Therefore, it is incumbent on us to make the critical layers visible to users in the apparatus developed around our work.
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By approaching intersectionality in the digital humanities at the juncture of disciplinary knowledge and technical specification, we blend theory and
method and avoid what Moya Bailey calls “the add and stir model of diversity, a practice of sprinkling in more women, people of color, disabled folks
and assuming that is enough to change current paradigms”  [Bailey 2011]. Bailey frames this issue in intersectional terms, proposing, “This identity
based mixing  does  little  to  address  the  structural  parameters  that  are  set  up  when  a  homogeneous  group  has  been  at  the  center  and  don’t
automatically engender understanding across forms of difference”  [Bailey 2011]. Axes of difference are fluid and converge in multiple ways. For
example, the considerations necessary for a project on black lesbian activism would necessarily be different  from one on oral histories of Latina
transwomen; these might range from technical specifications to design principles to issues of safety that a public project might raise. As a result,
there is not simply one way of doing intersectional digital humanities. Rather, it is a provisional lens that suggests practitioners begin their work with
an understanding of the particularities necessary to design projects that account for influences of difference on knowledgeproduction. To date, we
have few alternatives that enable such an approach. For example, Kara Keeling’s “Queer OS” or “queer operating system” suggests that a queer
perspective, broadly construed, would change how we view technology. Queer OS “would take historical, sociocultural, conceptual phenomena that
currently shape our  realities  in deep and profound ways,  such as  race, gender,  class citizenship, and ability …  to be mutually  constitutive  with
sexuality and with media and information technologies, thereby making it impossible to think of any of them in isolation”  [Keeling 2014, 153]. By
viewing “queer” as an operating system, Keeling proposes to decenter social norms in favor of their alternatives. Moreover, she frames Queer OS
in  intersectional  terms,  emphasizing  the  relationship  between  sexuality  and  other  categories  like  race,  ability,  and  nationality.  Offering  another
alternative, Fobazi M. Ettarh interrogates the relationship between Boolean search terms and intersectional identity. Describing her experiences in
library school, she notes, “I am proof that these [race, gender, and sexuality] are not separate issues. I am not Black one day and Queer the next.
Instead,  I  am  Black  AND Queer.  In  Principles  of  Searching  we  learn  how  important  and,  or,  and  nor  are  in  Boolean  searching.  Too  long  the
environment  has  been  Black  OR  Queer”    [Ettarh  2013].  As  such,  she  identifies  a  conceptual  fit  between  intersectionality  and  structures  of
information.  These  issues  are  further  explored  by  Alexis  Lothian  and  Amanda  Phillips  who  ask,  “Can  digital  humanities  mean  transformative
critique?”  [Lothian 2013]. They argue that if scholars in fields like ethnic studies, gender studies, cultural studies, disability studies, or queer studies
are engaging with technology in their scholarship, they should “lay claim to our place within digital humanities”  [Lothian 2013]. Through such an
intersectional bent Lothian and Phillips look forward to transformative digital humanities “where neither the digital nor the humanities will be terms
taken  for  granted”    [Lothian  2013].  These  theoretical  perspectives  offer  models  of  how  intersectionality  operates  in  relationship  to  the  digital
humanities, from the nature of computation itself to the way we constitute relationships between the humanistic inquiry and the digital.

In additional to theoretical precursors, we have projects that, in their own ways, provide models for how to approach digital humanities through an
intersectional  lens. An  acknowledgment  of  the  inclusions  and  exclusions within  a  data  set  or  the  source material  is  an  important  start.  Allison
Booth’s Collective Biographies of Women [CBW],  for example,  focuses on prosopography, or collective biography, a genre of  text  comprised of
short biographies. Using print volumes and digital resources like Project Gutenberg or Google Books, CBW compiles biographical narratives and
develops tools for prosopography. The project’s “About” page offers an important model of how projects can be positioned in intersectional terms:

Prosopography must be selective, but it can claim a share of attention for marginal identities. Most women have gone missing
in history and have no printed memorial. The AngloAmerican catalogues in CBW tended to exclude all but the rare working
woman,  woman  of  color,  or  woman  who  did  not  belong  to  the  Christian  middle  class  of  English  descent.  Religious
nonconformists  and  various  minorities  nevertheless  began  to  use  this  tool  of  recognition.  The  collections  camouflage  or
accept some examples of diverse sexuality and samesex relationships and many examples of single or old women. It is high
ranking women who pursue heterosexual affairs who get censured in these books — but not always or not with conviction.
Some  books  celebrate  opposites  of  the  “good  woman”  type.  The  limitations  of  the  lists  –  and  any  canons  or  lists  –
notwithstanding, a search through this bibliography and the books it registers helps to correct some distorted generalizations
about the lack of records of women in the past.  [CBW]

The  project’s  “Pop  Chart”  or  index  of  most  frequently  recurring  subjects  indicates  a  bias  towards  white  European  or  American  women,  with
Pocahontas  and  Cleopatra  being  notable  exceptions.  However,  the  CBW’s  proactive  foregrounding  of  questions  of  race,  class,  gender,  and
sexuality  in  the  fashioning  of  the  project  is  a  fitting  model  of  how  to  engage  with  intersectional  digital  humanities.  Key  here  is  making  the
intersecting phenomena  that  shape  a  project  visible  even  though  they may  not  be  readily  understood.  The Orlando  Project  does  this  as  well.
Orlando  examines  women’s  literary  history  but  its  focus  on  women’s  writing  may  obscure  its  intersectional  underpinnings  upon  first  glance.
However, the scholarly introduction to the project notes that while gender is “an indispensable tool for historical analysis,” the project creators “see
gender as one among other constituents of  identity”  [Orlando]. Therefore,  the project  includes documents  that examine race, class, sexuality or
other categories of difference to illuminate the “cultural formation” of writers. Identifying such a frame, the project makes clear that its engagement
with gender is situated in the flexible and provisional spirit of intersectionality.

A project might also structure  its  search mechanism  to optimize  intersectional analysis. Brad Pasanek’s The Mind  is a Metaphor  database,  for

example, makes clear that its scope and textual sources only cover 18th century British metaphors [Pasanek]. Yet, the metaphors themselves are
tagged  to enable  intersectional  searches. A user  can sort  by not only  literary period, metaphor  category, and genre but also gender,  race, and
nationality. Among  the  latter,  “African or AfroBritish”  is  one  such  category, which when  selected with  “female”  produces a  list  of metaphors by

Phillis Wheatley. Despite the predictable underrepresentation of black women in a database of 18th century British writing, the ability to navigate the
database  in  such  a  way  acknowledges  the  importance  of  intersectionality.  The  Emory  Women  Writers  Resource  Project  (EWWRP)  similarly
foregrounds an intersectional approach through the way it structures project data. Among the collections through which the site  is organized are
“Native American,” “Abolition, Freedom, and Rights,” and  “Women’s Advocacy,” but  the collections are  fluid, with  texts  fitting multiple  categories
appearing in more than one collection [EWWRP]. A Celebration of Women Writers, a site that preserves public domain women’s texts compiled by
Mary Mark Ockerbloom, also enables ethnicity as one method of browsing the archive [Ockerbloom 2012].

User integration is another way digital humanities projects can make intersectional interventions possible. NINES: Nineteenthcentury Scholarship
Online material  is beginning  to grow more diverse. Visible  tags on  the project website,  including  “women,”  “Chinese,” “African,”  and  “diaspora,”
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suggest an effort to foreground a range of objects from 125 federated websites. The Collex interface offers possibilities for creating exhibits, which
allows users to interact with the material through curation; even users without specialized training could arrange the material to explore a range of
topics through available objects. Moreover, Collex offers the possibility of expanding the archive of affiliated websites via RDF, allowing creators of
substantial projects to seek peer review and inclusion in NINES. NINES demonstrates openness towards greater representation and offers tools to
make that possible. The Women Writers Project, which undertakes electronic text encoding for preVictorian women’s writing, includes a publication
series called Women Writers in Context, which features exhibits “designed to engage readers in the exploration and discovery of topics related to
early modern women’s writing”  [WWP]. One such exhibit on women and race allowed creator Kim Hall to explore the role of intersectional analysis
and engagement with The Women Writers Project. Accordingly, she notes, “Rather than isolating race as a focus, the best research sees race in
relation to concerns of gender, class, religion, and sexuality. To say that race is connected to these other social divisions is not to say that race is
analogous to these other categories, nor is it to say that all marginalized people are oppressed or made marginal in the same ways”  [Hall 1999].
Though  the scope of The Women Writers Project, namely  the periods of  literary history  it  examines, privileges  the writing of white women,  the
Women Writers  in  Context  series  signifies  how  scholars  might  find  interpretive  paths  through  the  material.  Through  user  engagement,  these
projects make intersectional analysis more legible in the archive.

Beyond projects that address intersectionality indirectly, we can look to the examples of those that foreground it in project design. An example of an

intersectional  digital  archive,  Amy  Earhart’s  project  The  19th  Century  Concord  Digital  Archive  examines  the  relationship  between  Concord,
Massachusetts and American literature and history. The archive “invites the scholar to utilize a broad set of digital documents to reconsider how the
town and its writers are situated within broader scholarly conversations”  [CDA]. Addressing scope, the project statement notes, “These [Concord]
authors interacted with groups less frequently recorded in textual documents of the time period: free AfricanAmericans, Irish immigrants, the poor,
and criminal class”  [CDA]. The archive offers insight on these engagements across lines of gender, nationality, class, and more: “By digitizing a
broad range of materials  that  represent  the diverse people associated with  literary production the archive allows scholars  to  rethink  the way we
conceptualize individual work associated with Concord, to redefine our assumptions about literary and historical representation, and to reconsider
the very foundation of our disciplinary studies”  [CDA]. The archive reflects Earhart’s observation that “scholars invested in early work on race in
digital humanities insisted on building editions and digital texts as activist intervention in the closed canon”  [Earhart 2013]. Indeed, Earhart’s own
project is an example of what intersectional activism in the canon looks like.

A further dimension to consider  is how intersectional analysis can be engaged through text mining.  In  their work on  the Black Drama database,
Shlomo Argamon, Charles Cooney, Russell Horton, Mark Olsen, Sterling Stein, and Robert Voyer made space for intersectional structures within
the database as they considered “the degree to which machine learning can isolate stylistic or content characteristics of authors and/or characters
having particular attributes – gender, race, and nationality”  [Argamon 2009]. The database contains 963 texts written by 128 men and 243 by fifty
three women; 831 titles are by US authors while 375 are by authors from Caribbean or African countries. There are further variations in the number
of  speeches  by women and male  characters  and  black  and white  characters,  with  a  small  number  of  speeches  by  characters  of  other  ethnic
backgrounds. Metadata for the project contains 30 fields to describe characters and authors from the black stage,  including “Race, age, gender,
nationality, ethnicity, occupation, sexual orientation, performers,  if a real person and type”  [Argamon 2009]. They use the ARTFL search system
PhiloLogic, which “allows joining of object attribute searches, forming a matrix of author/title/character searching”  [Argamon 2009]. Argamon et al.
demonstrate the range of intersectional analysis made possible by choice of platform, noting that “one can search for words in speeches by female,

black American characters depicted by male, nonAmerican authors in comedies first published during the first half of the 20th century”  [Argamon
2009]. Argamon et al.’s work suggests how data mining can provide new understandings of language use and its relationship to representation. For
example, they note that analysis of racial epithets reveals variations of language use based on gender and nation and propose that such test cases
“hint at larger discursive and representation issues”  [Argamon 2009]. As Argamon et al.’s work with the Black Drama database begins looking at
how  to  represent  attributes  like  gender,  race  or  nation  as  textual  characteristics  through  computation,  we  might  ask,  “Can  the  database  be
intersectional?”

Conversation within  the 2014 Critical Code Studies Working Group  indicates the  importance of  intersectionality  to our understanding of code as
well. The CCSWG 2014  featured  a week  on  “Feminist  Programming,”  led  by Arielle Schlesinger  and  featuring  Jacqueline Wernimont  and Ben
Wiedermann as discussants. Schlesinger began by asking the group, “What is feminist code? What is feminist coding?” in relation to code snippets
by Mez Breeze and micha cárdenas. Among  the conversations generated were  the  relationship between executable code and cárdenas’s work
code poems, an  issue raised by Mark Marino. cárdenas explained,  “I am more committed  to  the visionary and speculative possibilities of  these
code snippets than their literal executable possibilities”  [Lasmana 2014]. Wernimont raised the issue of absence, evoking a generative possibility in
“allowing the absentpresence of feminist executable code to operate as an irritant”  [Lasmana 2014]. She described this in feminist terms as “an
occasion to continue to question the structures that have not permitted such a thing to exist”  [Lasmana 2014]. cárdenas further complicated the
notion of “feminist” by noting that “feminist without qualification can easily be equated to white, cisgender,  first world feminism,” asking “What is
gained  and  lost  by  the  formulation  of  this  code  as  feminist,  as  opposed  to  say,  decolonial,  in  the  sense  of  rejecting  western  systems  of
epistemology” and raising the question of the role of intersectionality in code [Lasmana 2014]. Viola Lasmana responded by invoking Trinh T. Minh
ha:  “Shake  syntax,  smash  the  myths,  and  if  you  lose,  unearth  some  new  linguistic  paths”  (qtd.  in  [Lasmana  2014].  She  suggests  that  such
processes occur in the code poems written by cárdenas and Breeze. The question of executable code raises the issue of whether executability may
be a  limit  to both  intersectional praxis and digital humanities methodology. Given the reliance of digital humanities methodologies on executable
code, is engaged intersectional work limited by it? By examining this question, we may consider the limits of code as not only sets of operations but
also a language that may enable or foreclose intersectional conversations.

Finally, practicing digital humanities through social media, Jessica M. Johnson’s The Codex, is an example of intersectional engagement in digital
humanities. The Codex is “a social media triptych” composed of three sites: African Diaspora, PhD, Diaspora Hypertext, and Seeing Dark Matter
[Johnson  2015].  Guiding  the  development  of  these  sites  is  Johnson’s  intersectional  praxis,  which  by  her  own  description,  is  “antioppression,
feminist  and  social  justice  oriented”    [Johnson  2015].  African  Diaspora,  PhD  showcases  developments  in  African  diaspora  history,  from  an
intersectional  lens. A survey of recent posts shows attention to scholarship on a range of subjects like images of “faithful slaves” in Confederate
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discourse,  including mammies  and  kinship,  and  race  and  gender  in  Atlantic  New Orleans.  Johnson’s  site  is  an  important  resource  for  African
diaspora scholarship, which she frames in intersectional terms: “The field is also interdisciplinary, supporting and supported by research emerging
from the fields of African, Africana/AfricanAmerican, and Latin American studies; women, gender, and sexuality studies; and feminist, postcolonial,
and race theory”  [Johnson 2015]. Diaspora Hypertext showcases Johnson’s work as a “black feminist/radical woman of color digital humanist and
media maker”  [Johnson 2015]. Organized into “writing,” “research,” and “teaching” tracks, the site provides a range of resources on African Atlantic
Diaspora history. Complementing these sites is Seeing Dark Matter, a Tumblrdriven digital archive devoted to black diasporic visual culture and to
“processing Atlantic  slavery  through  application,  code,  and  screen”   [Johnson  2015].  In  its multiple modes,  Johnson’s  work  demonstrates  how
engaging a range of tools enables more full exploration of intersectionality within an interdisciplinary field.

The theoretical approaches and projects I have described here are intentionally diverse in subject, providing a survey of intersectional traces in the
digital humanities.  Some  projects,  like  Earhart’s,  Argamon  et  al.’s  and  Johnson’s work,  consciously  integrate  intersectionality  into  their  design.
Others, like Orlando, CBW, and NINES, suggest how intersectional engagement possible, even if not a primary goal. This cursory look for hints of
intersectionality is intended as an opening salvo for new histories of the digital humanities that locate intersectionality at their center and intervene
at  the  locus  of  theory  and  method. What  I  have  offered  here  is  the  work  of  survey,  a  precursor  to  the  deep  analysis  necessary  for  further
developing an intersectional history of digital humanities. Yet, I have only examined the relatively painless ways that intersectional perspectives can
be integrated into scholarship: acknowledging the inclusions or exclusions of data, defining terms in inclusive ways, or adding another tag. This is
the surfacelevel work of representation that is unlikely to destabilize the moorings of digital humanities. The pursuit of a more inclusive field only
will begin by looking at these practices as ways of being thoughtful, intentional, and intersectional about digital humanities. Yet, painful work must
be done too. This includes looking more closely at digital humanities projects, opening the black boxes to examine the imprints of intersectionality
on archive, code, metadata, database, and more. In the writing and rewriting of these histories, digital humanities practitioners must situate them in
the histories of Afrofuturism, digital textual recovery, new media studies, and science and technology studies, being careful not  to erase or write
over the contributions that scholars of race, class, gender, sexuality, disability, or other forms of difference are making to the digital humanities – or
risk  reaffirming  the  power  of Western  academic  hegemony. Moreover,  we must  develop  intersectional  practices  for  the  digital  humanities  that
account for difference from the ground up, integrating theory and method. At the juncture of the two, we must attend to discourses and histories of
race and racialization, complexities of gender, complications of class, the operations of sexuality, and their intersections. In doing so, we can create
projects that engage, rather than rebuff, difference.

Conclusion
The affordances of the digital humanities are often thought to reside in its ethos of building and hacking, in the pursuit of knowledge that emerge
from the act of making. As this survey of theoretical and projectbased traces of intersectionality within digital humanities proposes, cultural critique
is perhaps misunderstood by its detractors in the field as an attempt to force a theoretical rubric onto digital humanities or to rehearse a “hack” vs.
“yack” binary. Rather,  theoretical moves are  implicit within digital  humanities projects and excavating  them  is necessary  to  ensuring  intellectual
diversity. We have the opportunity to build a more inclusive field, new methodologies, and new forms of analysis.

Why an intersectional approach? As Kathy Davis suggests,  intersectionality  is not a “normative straitjacket” or predetermined method of feminist
analysis [Davis 2008, 79]. Drawing on Patricia Hill Collins’s observation that intersectionality is often taken as predefined and ignores convergence
and contradiction within  intersectional  scholarship, Anna Carastathis  argues  that  intersectionality must  be  viewed as  a  provisional  concept  that
“anticipates,  rather  than arrives at,  the normative or  theoretical goals often  imputed  to  it”   [Carastathis 2014,  60].  The axes of  difference within
intersectionality are dynamic and do not operate  in predictable ways;  rather,  they are  fluid and constructed,  the power valances  in each  in  flux.
Intersectionality  is  not  a  prescriptive  method  because  there  isn’t  one  particular  way  of  “doing”  intersectionality.  Rather,  intersectional  digital
humanities asks us to begin with the specificities of a data set, identify the layers of difference that intersect within it, and use that knowledge as a
basis for project design.

The fluidity of  intersectionality is a natural fit  for the flexibility that digital humanities connotes. In its recent popularity, Patrik Svensson suggests,
digital humanities has seen  “a higher degree of heterogeneity and  inclusion of  other epistemic  traditions”   [Svensson  2009].  He  positions  such
growth  in broad ways, suggesting we might view  information  technology as  “a  tool, an object of study, an exploratory  laboratory, an expressive
medium, and an activist venue”   [Svensson 2010]. Svensson proposes  that a  “bigtent digital humanities” would encompass  this proliferation of
modes  [Svensson  2013].  As  an  alternative  to  the  tent,  however,  Svensson  proposes  a  model  of  digital  humanities  that  is  a  “meeting  place,
innovation hub, and trading zone” to emphasize “commitment to interdisciplinary work and deep collaboration”  [Svensson 2013]. The affordance of
such a model is a “fractioned (not homogeneous) collaborative (not coerced) trading zone and a meeting space that supports deeply collaborative
work, individual expression, unexpected connections, and synergetic power”  [Svensson 2013]. To appreciate such benefits, Svensson argues, the
digital  humanities  “needs  to  support  and  allow multiple modes  of  engagement  between  the  humanities  and  the  digital...[to] maximize  points  of
interaction,  tackle  large  research and methodology challenges, and  facilitate deep  integration between  thinking and making”    [Svensson  2013].
These are  the spaces where complex negotiations between  theory and method are made possible. They  require  “difficult  thinking,” which Mark
Sample defines as  “imagining  the world  from multiple perspectives and wrestling with conflicting evidence about  the world”   [Sample  2014].  As
Sample proposes, difficult thinking does not seek easy reconcilement for conflicting ideas but “faces these ambiguities headon and even preserves
them”  [Sample 2014].  Intersectionality,  in  its  emphasis  on  antiessentialism  and  possibilities  of  accounting  for  competing  axes  of  difference  in
multiple permutations, makes difficult thinking possible and perhaps even brings Svensson’s vision of digital humanities to fruition.

Working at  the  intersections of  digital  humanities and  intersectionality, we  can  intervene  in  the  false dichotomy between digital  humanities and
cultural critique. For, as Bianco reminds,  “We are not  required  to choose between  the philosophical, critical, cultural, and computational; we are
required  to  integrate and  to experiment”   [Bianco 2013]. Existing digital  humanities projects provide examples of how,  in  small  and  large ways,
theory  and method  can  be  combined  to  address  recurring  questions  of  the  role  of  race,  class,  gender,  ability,  sexuality,  nationality,  and  other
categories of difference within the field. These phenomena subtend the development and production of digital humanities projects but they may not
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be  evident.  Therefore,  it  is  incumbent  on  us,  as  digital  humanities  practitioners,  to make  them  legible,  to move  them  beyond  the margins.  To
suggest we embrace intersectionality as a critical approach for the digital humanities is not to impose a static, single model of analysis. Rather,  it
opens  space  to  engage  with  the  variety  of  ways  difference  informs  our  work.  There  is  no  single  way  of  being  “intersectional”  –  instead,
intersectionality  privileges  exploration  and  innovation  in  feminist  praxis.  And  aren’t  exploration  and  innovation  at  the  very  heart  of  digital
humanities?

Acknowledgments
I gratefully acknowledge the advice of Jacqueline Wernimont and three anonymous DHQ reviewers whose extensive, generous comments were
indispensable to this article. I am also grateful for the valuable feedback on parts of this article presented at the Harriet Tubman Institute at York
University and the Kelly Writers House at the University of Pennsylvania.

Works Cited

Argamon 2009  Argamon, S., Cooney, C., Horton, R., Olsen, M., Stein, S., Voyer, R. “Gender, Race, and Nationality in Black Drama, 19502006:
Mining Differences in Language Use in Authors and Their Characters,” Digital Humanities Quarterly 3.2 (2009).

Aslinger 2013  Aslinger, B. and Huntemann, N. “Digital Media Studies Futures,” Media Culture, & Society 35.1 (2013): 912.

Bailey 2011  Bailey, M. “All the Digital Humanists Are White, All the Nerds Are Men, But Some of Us Are Brave,” Journal of Digital Humanities 1.1
(2011).

Bauer 2011 Bauer, J. “Who You Calling Untheoretical,” Journal of Digital Humanities 1.1 (2011).

Bianco 2013  Bianco, J.S. “This Digital Humanities Which Is Not One.” In M. K. Gold (ed), Debates in the Digital Humanities, University of Minnesota
Press, Minneapolis (2013).

CBW  Collective Biographies of Women. “About.” http://womensbios.lib.virginia.edu/about.

CDA  The 19thCentury Concord Digital Archive. “Project Overview.” http://digitalconcord.tamu.edu/content/projectoverview.

Carastathis 2014  Carastathis, A. “Reinvigorating Intersectionality as Provisional Concept.” In N. Goswami, M. M. O’Donovan, and L. Yount (eds),
Why Race and Gender Still Matter: An Intersectional Approach, Pickering & Chatto Publishers, London (2014), pp. 5970.

Cecire 2011 Cecire, Natalia. “When Digital Humanities Was in Vogue,” Journal of Digital Humanities 1.1 (2011)

Christian 1987  Christian, B. “The Race for Theory,” Cultural Critique 6 (1987): 5163.

Chun 2001  Chun, W. “Scenes of Empowerment: Virtual Racial Diversity and Digital Divides,” New Formations 45 (2001): 169188.

Chun 2005 Chun, W. Control and Freedom: Power and Paranoia in the Age of Fiber Optics, MIT Press, Cambridge, MA (2005).

CongHuyen 2013  CongHuyen, A. “Thinking Through Race (Gender, Class, & Nation) in the Digital Humanities: The #transformDH Example.”
https://prezi.com/yszt5mc7hyu/thinkingofracegenderclassnationindh/.

Crenshaw 1991  Crenshaw, K. “Mapping the Margins: Intersectionality, Identity Politics, and Violence Against Women of Color,” Stanford Law Review
43 (1991): 12411299.

Crenshaw 2014  Crenshaw, K. “Justice Rising: Moving Intersectionally in the Age of PostEverything.” London School of Economics.
http://www.lse.ac.uk/newsAndMedia/videoAndAudio/channels/publicLecturesAndEvents/player.aspx?id=2360.

Davis 2008  Davis, K. “Intersectionality as Buzzword,” Feminist Theory 9.1 (2008): 6785.

Digital Diversity 2015  Digital Diversity 2015. “CFP.” http://digitaldiversity2015.org/cfp/.

EWWRP  Emory Women Writers Resource Project. “About.” http://womenwriters.library.emory.edu/about.php.

Earhart 2013  Earhart, A. “Can Information Be Unfettered? Race and the New Digital Humanities Canon.” In M. K. Gold (ed), Debates in the Digital
Humanities, University of Minnesota Press, Minneapolis (2013).

Ettarh 2013  Ettarh, F. M. “Black OR Queer? Life at the Intersection.” Hack Library School. https://hacklibschool.wordpress.com/2013/11/19/blackor
queerlifeattheintersection/#more8032.

Everett 2002  Everett, A. “The Revolution Will Be Digitized: Afrocentricity and the Digital Public Sphere,” Social Text 20.2 (2002): 125146.

Everett 2009  Everett, A. Digital Diaspora: A Race for Cyberspace. SUNY Press, Albany (2009).

Everett 2014  Everett, A. Champlin, A. and Vanderhoef, J. “Race, Space, and Digital Games: An Interview with Anna Everett.” Media Fields Journal 8
(2014).

Gajjala 2008 Gajjala, R., Blair, K. and Tulley, C. (eds.). Webbing Cyberfeminist Practice: Communities, Pedagogies, and Social Action. Hampton
Press, New York (2008).

Gajjala 2012 Gajjala, R. Cyberculture and the Subaltern. Lexington Books, Lanham, MD (2012).

Gold 2013  Gold, M. K. “The Digital Humanities Moment.” In M. K. Gold (ed), Debates in the Digital Humanities, University of Minnesota Press,
Minneapolis (2013).

Hall 1999  Hall, K. “Women and Race.” The Women Writers Project. http://www.wwp.northeastern.edu/context/#rEss.race.xml.

Harding 1998 Harding, S. Is Science Multicultural?: Postcolonialisms, Feminisms, and Epistemologies. Indiana University Press, Bloomington, IN
(1998).



4/18/2019 DHQ: Digital Humanities Quarterly: Beyond the Margins: Intersectionality and the Digital Humanities

http://digitalhumanities.org:8081/dhq/vol/9/2/000208/000208.html 9/10

Harding 2008 Harding, S. Science from Below: Feminisms, Postcolonialisms, and Modernities. Duke University Press, Durham, NC (2008).

Johnson 2015  Johnson, J. M. Diaspora Hypertext, the Blog. http://diasporahypertext.com/.

Jones 2013 Jones, S. The Emergence of the Digital Humanities. Routledge, New York (2013).

Keeling 2014  Keeling, K. “Queer OS,” Cinema Journal 53.2 (2014): 1527.

Kimball 1990  Kimball, R. Tenured Radicals: How Politics Has Corrupted our Higher Education. Ivan R. Dee, Chicago (1990).

Kirsch 2014  Kirsch, A. “Technology is Taking Over English Departments: The False Promise of the Digital Humanities,” The New Republic, 2 May
2014. http://www.newrepublic.com/article/117428/limitsdigitalhumanitiesadamkirsch.

Kirschenbaum 2014 Kirschenbaum, M. “What is ‘Digital Humanities,’ and Why Are They Saying Such Terrible Things About It?” differences 25.1
(2014): 4663.

Lasmana 2014  Lasmana, V. “Critical Code Studies Working Group 2014: Week 2 Highlights.” Critical Code Studies Working Group 2014.
http://haccslab.com/?p=85.

Liu 2013  Liu, A. “Where Is Cultural Criticism in the Digital Humanities?” In M. K. Gold (ed), Debates in the Digital Humanities, University of Minnesota
Press, Minneapolis (2013).

Lothian 2013  Lothian, A. and Phillips, A. “Can Digital Humanities Mean Transformative Critique?” eMedia Studies 3.1 (2013).

McIntosh 1990  McIntosh, P. “White Privilege: Unpacking the Invisible Knapsack,” Independent School (1990): 3136.

McPherson 2013  McPherson, T. “Why Are the Digital Humanities So White? or Thinking the Histories of Race and Computation.” In M. K. Gold (ed),
Debates in the Digital Humanities, University of Minnesota Press, Minneapolis (2013).

NINES  NINES: Nineteenthcentury Scholarship Online. “Collex.” http://www.nines.org/about/software/collex/.

Nakamura 2002  Nakamura, L. Cybertypes: Race, Ethnicity, and Identity on the Internet. Routledge, New York (2002).

Nakamura 2007  Nakamura, L. Digitizing Race: Visual Cultures of the Internet. University of Minnesota Press, Minneapolis (2007).

Nakamura 2012 Nakamura, L and ChowWhite, P. (eds). Race After the Internet. Routledge, New York (2012).

Nayar 2010  Nayar, P. An Introduction to New Media and Cybercultures. John C. Wiley and Sons, Malden, MA (2010).

Nelson 2001  Nelson, A. and Tu, T. L. N. Technicolor: Race, Technology, and Everday Life. NYU Press, New York (2001).

Nowviskie 2012  Nowviskie, B. “Don’t Circle the Wagons.” Bethany Nowviskie. http://nowviskie.org/2012/dontcirclethewagons/.

Nowviskie 2013  Nowviskie, B. “Eternal September of the Digital Humanities.” In M. K. Gold (ed), Debates in the Digital Humanities, University of
Minnesota Press, Minneapolis (2013).

Nowviskie 2014 Nowviskie, B. “On the Origins of ‘Hack’ and ‘Yack,’” Journal of Digital Humanities 3.2 (2014).

Ockerbloom 2012  Ockerbloom, M. M. A Celebration of Women Writers. http://digital.library.upenn.edu/women/.

Orlando  The Orlando Project. “Literary History–With a Difference.” http://orlando.cambridge.org/public/svDocumentation?
formname=t&d_id=LITERARYHISTORYWITHADIFFERENCE.

Pannapacker 2009  Pannapacker, W. “The MLA and the Digital Humanities,” The Chronicle of Higher Education, 28 December 2009.
http://chronicle.com/blogPost/TheMLAtheDigital/19468/.

Pasanek  Pasanek, B. “About.” The Mind Is a Metaphor. http://metaphors.iath.virginia.edu/about.

Posner 2012  Posner, M. K. “Some Things to Think About Before You Exhort Everyone to Code.” Miriam Posner’s Blog.
http://miriamposner.com/blog/somethingstothinkaboutbeforeyouexhorteveryonetocode/.

Potter 2010  Potter, C. B. “Thou Shalt Commit: The Internet, New Media, and the Future of Women’s History,” Journal of Women’s History 25.4 (2013):
350362.

Ramsay 2011 Ramsay, S. “Who’s In and Who’s Out.” Stephen Ramsay. http://stephenramsay.us/text/2011/01/08/whosinandwhosout/.

Rigoni 2012  Rigoni, I. “Intersectionality and Mediated Cultural Production in a Globalized PostColonial World,” Ethnic and Racial Studies 35.5
(2012): p. 834849.

Risam 2013  Risam, R. and Koh, A. Postcolonial Digital Humanities. http://dhpoco.org.

Rockwell 2011  Rockwell, G. “Inclusion in the Digital Humanities.” philosophi.ca.
http://www.philosophi.ca/pmwiki.php/Main/InclusionInTheDigitalHumanities.

Saklofske 2014  Saklofske, J., Levesque, S., Bath, J., Brown, S., Clement, T., Posner, M., Porter, D., Sinatra, M., and Sinclair, S. “Joint ACH and
Canadian DH Conference 2015.” The Association for Computers and the Humanities. http://ach.org/2014/10/20/jointachcanadiandhconference
2015/.

Sample 2014  Sample, M. “Difficult Thinking About the Digital Humanities.” Sample Reality. http://www.samplereality.com/2014/05/12/difficultthinking
aboutthedigitalhumanities/

Scheinfeldt 2010a  Scheinfeldt, T. “Where’s the Beef?” Found History. http://foundhistory.org/digitalhumanities/wheresthebeefdoesdigital
humanitieshavetoanswerquestions/.

Scheinfeldt 2010b Scheinfeldt, T. “Why Digital Humanities Is ‘Nice.’” Found History. http://foundhistory.org/2010/05/whydigitalhumanitiesisnice/.

Schmidt 2011 Schmidt, B. “Theory First,” Journal of Digital Humanities 1.1 (2011).



4/18/2019 DHQ: Digital Humanities Quarterly: Beyond the Margins: Intersectionality and the Digital Humanities

http://digitalhumanities.org:8081/dhq/vol/9/2/000208/000208.html 10/10

Smith 2007  Smith, M. N. “The Human Touch Software of the Highest Order: Revisiting Editing as Interpretation,” Textual Cultures 2.1 (2007): 115.

Smith 2014  Smith, M. N. “Frozen Social Relations and Time for a Thaw: Visibility, Exclusions, and Considerations for Postcolonial Digital Archives,”
Journal of Victorian Culture 19.3 (2014): 403410.

Spiro 2013  Spiro, L. “This Is Why We Fight: Defining the Values of the Digital Humanities.” In M. K. Gold (ed), Debates in the Digital Humanities,
University of Minnesota Press, Minneapolis (2013).

Svensson 2009  Svensson, P. “Humanities Computing as Digital Humanities,” Digital Humanities Quarterly 3.3 (2009).

Svensson 2010  Svensson, P. “The Landscape of Digital Humanities,” Digital Humanities Quarterly 4.1 (2010).

Svensson 2012  Svensson, P. “Envisioning the Digital Humanities,” Digital Humanities Quarterly 6.1 (2012).

Svensson 2013  Svensson, P. “Beyond the Big Tent.” In M. K. Gold (ed), Debates in the Digital Humanities, University of Minnesota Press,
Minneapolis (2013).

Tal 1996  Tal, K. “Life Behind the Screen,” Wired 4.10 (1996): 134, 136.

Turkel 2010  Turkel, W. J. and Elliott, D. “Making and Playing With Models: Using Rapid Prototyping to Explore the History and Technology of Stage
Magic.” Playing With History. http://quod.lib.umich.edu/d/dh/12544152.0001.001/1:6/pastplayteachingandlearninghistorywithtechnology?
g=dculture;rgn=div1;view=fulltext;xc=1.

WWP  The Women Writers Project. “Exhibits.” http://www.wwp.northeastern.edu/research/publications/exhibits/.

Wernimont 2013  Wernimont, J. “Whence Feminism? Assessing Feminist Interventions in Digital Literary Archives,” Digital Humanities Quarterly 7.1
(2013).

transformDH 2012  #transformDH. “About #transformDH.” http://originaltransformdh.tumblr.com/about.



Debates in the Digital Humanities

Why Are the Digital Humanities So White? or 
Thinking the Histories of Race and 
Computation 

TARA MCPHERSON 

In mid -October 2008, the American Studies Association (ASA) 
hosted its annual conference in Albuquerque, New Mexico. 
According to its website, the ASA "is the nation's oldest and 
largest association devoted to the interdisciplinary study of 
American culture and history.» Over the past two decades, the 
ASA conference has emerged as a leading venue for vibrant 
discussions about race, ethnicity, transnationalism, gender, and 
sexuality. While the ASA represents scholars with a diverse array 
of methodological approaches from a variety of disciplines, the 
society is a welcome horne to academics whose work is 
interpretative and theoretical. During the meeting, I attended a 
variety of panels engaging such issues and approaches and 
came away feeling energized and refreshed, my intellectual 
imagination stoked by the many ways in which race and 
ethnicity were wielded as central terms of analysis throughout 
the long weekend. 

The following week, I was off to Baltimore where I attended 
»Tools for Data-Driven Scholarship,» a workshop funded by the 
National Science Foundation (NSF), the National Endowment 
for the Humanities, and the Institute of Museum and Library 
Services. This invitation-only event was cohosted by George 
Mason University's Center for History and New Media (CHNM) 
and the Maryland Institute for Technology in the Humanities 
(MITH), two pioneering centers of what we have recently begun 
to call the Hdigital humanities.» This workshop built upon several 
years' conversation (particularly following the 2003 NSF Atkins 
Report on cyberinfrastructure) about the need for a digital 
infrastructure for humanities computing. The goal of the 
workshop was defined in the e-mail invite as a report Rthat 
discusses the needs of tools developers and users; sets forth 
objectives for addressing those needs; proposes infrastructure 
for accomplishing these objectives; and makes suggestions for a 
possible RFP.R This meeting was also lively, full of thoughtful 
discussions about the possibilities for (and obstacles in the way 
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of) a robust infrastructure for scholars engaged in computation 
and the humanities. The conversation certainly fired up my 
technological imagination and subsequently led to useful 
discussions with my collaborators in technological design.1 

As I flew home following this second event, I found myself 
reflecting on how far my thoughts had ranged in the course a 
mere week: from diaspora to database, from oppression to 
ontology, from visual studies to visualizations. And, once again, 
I found myself wondering why it seemed so hard to hold 
together my long-standing academic interests in race, gender, 
and certain modes of theoretical inquiry with my more recent (if 
decade-old) immersion in the world of digital production and 
design. 

While the workshop I participated in at ASA was titled 
UAmerican Studies at the Digital Crossroads· and drew a nice 
crowd, the conference as a whole included remarkably little 
discussion of digital technologies (although there were some 
analyses of digital texts such as websites and video games.)Z It is 
largely accurate, if also a generalization, to say that many in the 
membership of the ASA treat computation within the 
humanities with some level of suspicion, perceiving it to be 
complicit with the corporatization of higher education or as 
primarily technological rather than scholarly.3. (Indeed, this 
attitude is shared by a large number of utraditionar humanities 
scholars across any number of fields or professional societies 
who do not work with digital media.) In a hallway chat following 
our workshop, one scholar framed his dis-ease as a question: 
UWhy are the digital humanities, wen, so whiteT And while my 
memory is far from perfect, I think it is safe to say that the 
Baltimore workshop included no discussion of many topics 
much in evidence at ASA, topics including immigration, race, 
and neoliberalism. To be fair, this was a workshop focused on 
the notion of tools and infrastructure, so one might not expect 
such discussions. Nonetheless, this essay will argue that we 
desperately need to close the gap between these two modes of 
inquiry. Further, I will argue that the difficulties we encounter in 
knitting together our discussions of race (or other modes of 
difference) with our technological productions within the digital 
humanities (or in our studies of code) are actually an effect of 
the very designs of our technological systems, designs that 
emerged in post-World War II computational culture. These 
origins of the digital continue to haunt our scholarly 
engagements with computers, underwriting the ease with 
which we partition off considerations of race in our work in the 
digital humanities and digital media studies. 



Debates in the Digital Humanities

U.S. Operating Systems at Midcentury: The Intertwining of 
Race and UNIX 

Let us turn to two fragments cut from history, during the 
1960s. 

FRAGMENT ONE 

In the early 1960s, computer scientists at MIT were working 
on Project MAC, an early set of experiments in Compatible 
Timesharing Systems for computing. By 1965, MULTICS 
(Multiplexed Information and Computing SeiVice), a mainframe 
timesharing operating system, was in use, with joint 
development by MIT, GE, and Bell Labs, a subsidiary of AT&T. 
The project was funded by ARPA (Advanced Research Projects 
Agency) of the Defense Department for two million dollars a 
year for eight years. MULTICS introduced early ideas about 
modularity in hardware structure and software architecture. 

In 1969, Bell Labs stopped working on MULTICS, and that 
summer one of their engineers, Ken Thompson, developed the 
beginning of UNIX. While there are clearly influences of 
MULTICS on UNIX, the later system also moves away from the 
earlier one, pushing for increased modularity and for a simpler 
design able to run on cheaper computers. 

In simplest terms, UNIX is an early operating system for 
digital computers, one that has spawned many offshoots and 
clones. These include MAC OS X as well as LINUX, indicating 
the reach of UNIX over the past forty years. The system also 
influenced non-UNIX operating systems like Windows NT and 
remains in use by many corporate IT divisions. UNIX was 
originally written in assembly language, but after Thompson's 
colleague Dennis Ritchie developed the C programming 
language in 1972, Thompson rewrote UNIX in that language. 
Basic text-formatting and editing features were added (i.e., early 
word processors). In 1974, Ritchie and Thompson published 
their work in the journal of the Association for Computing 
Machinery, and UNIX began to pick up a good deal of steam.~ 

UNIX can also be thought of as more than an operating 
system, as it also includes a number of utilities such as 
command line editors, APis, code libraries, and so on. 
Furthermore, UNIX is widely understood to embody particular 
philosophies and cultures of computation, ~operating systemsw 
of a larger order that we will return to. 

FRAGMENT TWO 
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Of course, for scholars of culture, of gender, and of race like 
the members of the ASA, dates like 1965 and 1968 have other 
resonances. For many of us, 1965 might not recall MULTICS but 
instead the assassination of Malcolm X, the founding of the 
United Farm Workers, the burning of Watts, or the passage of the 
Voting Rights Act. The mid -1960s also saw the origins of the 
American Indian Movement (AIM) and the launch of the 
National Organization for Women (NOW). The late 1960s mark 
the 1968 citywide walkouts of Latino youth in Los Angeles, the 
assassinations of Martin Luther King Jr. and Robert F. Kennedy, 
the Chicago Democratic Convention, the Stonewall Riots, and 
the founding of the Black Panthers and the Young Lords. 
Beyond the geographies of the United States, we might also 
remember the Prague Spring of 1968, Tommie Smith and John 
Carlos at the Mexico Summer Olympics, the Tlatelolco 
Massacre, the execution of Che Guevara, the Chinese Cultural 
Revolution, the Six-Day War, or May '68 in Paris. On the African 
continent, thirty-two countries gained independence from 
colonial rulers. In the United States, broad cultural shifts 
emerged across the decade, as identity politics took root and 
countercultural forces challenged traditional values. Resistance 
to the Vietnam War mounted as the decade wore on. Abroad, 
movements against colonialism and oppression were notably 
strong. 

The history just glossed as "Fragment One· is well known to 
code junkies and computer geeks. Numerous websites archive 
oral histories, programming manuals, and technical 
specifications for MULTICS, UNIX, and various mainframe and 
other hardware systems. Key players in that history, including 
Ken Thompson, Donald Ritchie, and Doug Mcilroy, have a kind 
of geek-chic celebrity status, and differing versions of the 
histories of software and hardware development are hotly 
debated, including nitty-gritty details of what really counts as ·a 
UNIX." In media studies, emerging work in Hcode studies· often 
resurrects and takes up these histories.2 

Within American, cultural, and ethnic studies, the temporal 
touchstones of struggles over racial justice, antiwar activism, 
and legal history are also widely recognized and analyzed. Not 
surprisingly, these two fragments typically stand apart in parallel 
tracks, attracting the interest and attention of very different 
audiences located in the deeply siloed departments that 
categorize our universities. 

But why? 
In short, I suggest that these two moments are deeply 

interdependent. In fact, they coconstitute one another, 
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comprising not independent slices of history but instead related 
and useful lenses into the shifting epistemological registers 
driving U.S. and global culture in the 1960s and after. 

This history of intertwining and mutual dependence is hard 
to sketch. As one delves into the intricacies of UNIX (or of XML), 
race in America recedes far from our line of vision and inquiry. 
Likewise, detailed examinations into the shifting registers of 
race and racial visibility post-1950 do not easily lend themselves 
to observations about the emergence of object-oriented 
programming or the affordances of databases. Very few 
audiences who care about one lens have much patience or 
tolerance for the other. 

Early forays into new media theory in the late 1990s and 
much concurrent work in the computational humanities rarely 
helped this problem. Theorists of new media often retreated into 
forms of analysis that Marsha Kinder has critiqued as 
Ncyberstructuralist,R intent on parsing media specificity and on 
theorizing the forms of new media while disavowing twenty
plus years of critical race theory, feminism, and other modes of 
overtly politicized inquiry. Much of the work in the digital 
humanities also proceeded as if technologies from XML to 
databases were neutral tools . .6. Many who had worked hard to 
instill race as a central mode of analysis in film, literary, and 
media studies throughout the late twentieth century were 
disheartened and outraged (if not that surprised) to find both 
new media theory and emerging digital tools seem indifferent 
to those hard -won gains. 

Early analyses of race and the digital often took two forms: 
first, a critique of representations in new media or the building 
of digital archives about race, modes that largely were deployed 
at the surface of our screens, or, second, debates about access to 
media-that is, the digital divide. Such work rarely tied race to 
the analyses of form, phenomenology, or computation that 
were so compelling in the work of Lev Manovich, Mark Hansen, 
or Jay Bolter and Richard Grusin. Important works emerged 
from both Ncamps," but the camps rarely intersected. A few 
events attempted to force a collision between these areas, but 
the going was tough. For instance, at the two Race and Digital 
Space Conferences colleagues and I organized in 2000 and 
2002, the vast majority of participants and speakers were 
engaged in work in the two modes mentioned earlier. The 
cyberstructuralists were not in attendance. 

But what if this very incompatability is itself part and parcel of 
the organization of knowledge production that operating 
systems like UNIX helped to disseminate around the world? 
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Might we ask whether there is not something particular to the 
very forms of electronic culture that seems to encourage just 
such a movement, a movement that partitions race off from the 
specificity of media forms? Put differently, might we argue that 
the very structures of digital computation develop at least in part 
to cordon off race and to contain it? Further, might we come to 
understand that our own critical methodologies are the heirs to 
this epistemological shift? 

From early writings by Sherry Turkle and George Landow to 
more recent work by Alex Galloway and others, new media 
scholars have noted the parallels between the ways of knowing 
modeled in computer culture and the greatest hits of 
structuralism and poststructuralism. Critical race theorists and 
postcolonial scholars like Chela Sandoval and Gayatri Spivak 
have illustrated the structuring (if unacknowledged) role that 
race plays in the work of poststructuralists like Roland Barthes 
and Michel Foucault. We might bring these two arguments 
together, triangulating race, electronic culture, and 
poststructuralism, and, further, argue that race, particularly in 
the United States, is central to this undertaking, fundamentally 
shaping how we see and know as well as the technologies that 
underwrite or cement both vision and knowledge. Certain 
modes of racial visibility and knowing coincide or dovetail with 
specific ways of organizing data: if digital computing 
underwrites today's information economy and is the central 
technology of post-World War II America, these technologized 
ways of seeing and knowing took shape in a world also 
struggling with shifting knowledges about and representations 
of race. If, as Michael Omi and Howard Winant argue, racial 
formations serve as fundamental organizing principles of social 
relations in the United States, on both the macro and micro 
levels (55), how might we understand the infusion of racial 
organizing principles into the technological organization of 
knowledge after World War II? 

Omi and Winant and other scholars have tracked the 
emergence of a "race-blind" rhetoric at midcentury, a discourse 
that moves from overt to more covert modes of racism and 
racial representation (e.g., from the era of Jim Crow to liberal 
colorblindness). Drawing from those 3-D postcards that bring 
two or more images together even while suppressing their 
connections, I have earlier termed the racial paradigms of the 
postwar era "lenticular logics.R The ridged coating on 3-D 
postcards is actually a lenticular lens, a structural device that 
makes simultaneously viewing the various images contained 
on one card nearly impossible. The viewer can rotate the card to 
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see any single image, but the lens itself makes seeing the 
images together very difficult, even as it conjoins them at a 
structural level (i.e., within the same card). In the post-civil 
rights United States, the lenticular is a way of organizing the 
world. It structures representations but also epistemologies. It 
also serves to secure our understandings of race in very narrow 
registers, fixating on sameness or difference while forestalling 
connection and interrelation. As I have argued elsewhere, we 
might think of the lenticular as a covert mode of the pretense of 
separate but equal, remixed for midcentury America 
(McPherson, 250). 

A lenticular logic is a covert racial logic, a logic for the post
civil rights era. We might contrast the lenticular postcard to that 
wildly popular artifact of the industrial era, the stereoscope card. 
The stereoscope melds two different images into an imagined 
whole, privileging the whole; the lenticular image partitions and 
divides, privileging fragmentation. A lenticular logic is a logic of 
the fragment or the chunk, a way of seeing the world as discrete 
modules or nodes, a mode that suppresses relation and context. 
As such, the lenticular also manages and controls complexity. 

And what in the world does this have to do with those 
engineers laboring away at Bell Labs, the heroes of the first 
fragment of history this essay began with? What's race got to do 
with that? The popularity of lenticular lenses, particularly in the 
form of postcards, coincides historically not just with the rise of 
an articulated movement for civil rights but also with the growth 
of electronic culture and the birth of digital computing (with 
both-digital computing and the civil rights movement-born in 
quite real ways of World War II). We might understand UNIX as 
the way in which the emerging logics of the lenticular and of 
the covert racism of color blindness get ported into our 
computational systems, both in terms of the specific functions 
of UNIX as an operating system and in the broader philosophy it 
embraces. 

SITUATING UNIX 

In moving toward UNIX from MULTICS, programmers 
conceptualized UNIX as a kind of tool kit of Rsynergistic parts" 
that allowed Rflexibility in depthR (Raymond, 9). Programmers 
could Rchoose among multiple shells .... [and] programs normally 
provide[d] many behavior optionsR (6). One of the design 
philosophies driving UNIX is the notion that a program should 
do one thing and do it well (not unlike our deep disciplinary 
drive in many parts of the university); this privileging of the 
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discrete, the local, and the specific emerges again and again in 
discussions of UNIX's origins and design philosophies. 

Books for programmers that explain the UNIX philosophy 
revolve around a common set of rules. While slight variations 
on this rule set exist across programming books and online 
sites, Eric Raymond sets out the first nine rules as follows: 

Rule of Modularity: Write simple parts connected by 
clean interfaces. 
Rule of Clarity: Clarity is better than cleverness. 
Rule of Composition: Design programs to be 
connected to other programs. 
Rule of Separation: Separate policy from mechanism; 
separate interfaces from engines. 
Rule of Simplicity: Design for simplicity; add 
complexity only where you must. 
Rule of Parsimony: Write a big program only when it is 
clear by demonstration that nothing else will do. 
Rule of Transparency: Design for visibility to make 
inspection and debugging easier. 
Rule of Robustness: Robustness is the child of 
transparency and simplicity. 
Rule of Representation: Fold knowledge into data so 
program logic can be stupid and robust. (13) 

Other rules include the Rules of Least Surprise, Silence, Repair, 
Economy, Generation, Optimization, Diversity, and 
Extensibility.Z 

These rules implicitly translate into computational terms the 
chunked logics of the lenticular. For instance, Brian Kernighan 
wrote in a 1976 handbook on software programming that 
Ncontrolling complexity is the essence of computer 
programming" (quoted in Raymond, 14). Complexity in UNIX is 
controlled in part by the Rule of Modularity, which insists that 
code be constructed of discrete and interchangeable parts that 
can be plugged together via clean interfaces. In Design Rules, 
Vol. 1: The Power of Modularity, Carliss Baldwin and Kim Clark 
argue that computers from 1940 to 1960 had Bcomplex, 
interdependent designs," and they label this era the 
Npremodular" phase of computing (149). While individuals 
within the industry, including John von Neumann, were 
beginning to imagine benefits to modularity in computing, 
Baldwin and Clark note that von Neumann's ground-breaking 
designs for computers in that period HfeU short of true 
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modularityH because ·in no sense was the detailed design of one 
component going to be hidden from the others: aU pieces of the 
system would be produced 'in full view' of the others" (157). Thus 
one might say that these early visions of digital computers were 
neither modular nor lenticular. Baldwin and Clark track the 
increasing modularity of hardware design from the early 1950s 
forward and also observe that UNIX was the first operating 
system to embrace modularity and adhere •to the principles of 
information hiding· in its design (324). 

There are clearly practical advantages of such structures for 
coding, but they also underscore a worldview in which a 
troublesome part might be discarded without disrupting the 
whole. Tools are meant to be ·encapsulated" to avoid ·a 
tendency to involve programs with each others' internals" 
(Raymond, 15). Modules "don't promiscuously share global data,· 
and problems can stay ·local" (84-85). In writing about the Rule 
of Composition, Eric Raymond advises programmers to ·make 
[programs] independent." He writes, ·rt should be easy to replace 
one end with a completely different implementation without 
disturbing the other· (15). Detachment is valued because it 
allows a cleaving from •the particular ... conditions under which 
a design problem was posed. Abstract. Simplify. Generalize" (95). 
While "generalization· in UNIX has specific meanings, we might 
also see at work here the basic contours of a lenticular approach 
to the world, an approach that separates object from context, 
cause from effect. 

In a 1976 article, ·software Tools,· Bell Lab programmers 
Kernighan and P. J. Plauger urged programmers •to view 
specific jobs as special cases of general, frequently performed 
operations, so they can make and use general-purpose tools to 
solve them. We also hope to show how to design programs to 
look like tools and to interconnect conveniently• (1). While the 
language here is one of generality (as in ·general purpose· tools), 
in fact, the tool library that is being envisioned is a series of very 
discrete and specific tools or programs that can operate 
independently of one another. They continue, "Ideally, a 
program should not know where its input comes from nor 
where its output goes. The UNIX time-sharing system provides 
a particularly elegant way to handle input and output 
redirection· (2). Programs can profitably be described as filters, 
even though they do quite complicated transformations on 
their input. One should be able to say 

program-1 ... 1 sort I program-2 ... 
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and have the output of program -1 sorted before being passed to 
program -2. This has the major advantage that neither 
program-1 nor program-2 need know how to sort, but can 
concentrate on its main task (4). 

In effect, the tools chunk computational programs into 
isolated bits where the programs' operations are meant to be 
Ninvisible to the user" and to the other programs in a sequence: 
Nthe point is that this operation is invisible to the user (or should 
be) .... Instead he sees simply a program with one input and one 
output. Unsorted data go in one end; somewhat later, sorted 
data come out the other. It must be convenient to use a tool, not 
just possible" (5). Kernighan and Plauger saw the Nfilter concept" 
as a useful way to get programmers to think in discrete bits and 
to simplify their code, reducing the potential complexity of 
programs. They note that "when a job is viewed as a series of 
filters, the implementation simplifies, for it is broken down into 
a sequence of relatively independent pieces, each small and 
easily tested. This is a form of high-level modularizationN (5). In 
their own way, these filters function as a kind of lenticular frame 
or lens, allowing only certain portions of complex data sets to be 
visible at a particular time to both the user and the machine. 

The technical feature that allowed UNIX to achieve much of 
its modularity was the development by Ken Thompson {based 
on a suggestion by Doug Mcilroy) of the pipe-that is, a vertical 
bar that replaced the symbol for greater than (>) in the operating 
system's code. As described by Doug Ritchie and Ken 
Thompson in a paper for the Association of Computing 
Machinery in 1974 (reprinted by Bell Labs in 1978), NA read using 
a pipe file descriptor waits until another process writes using the 
file descriptor for the same pipe. At this point, data are passed 
between the images of the two processes. Neither process need 
know that a pipe, rather than an ordinary file, is involvedR (480). 
In this way, the ability to construct a pipeline from a series of 
small programs evolved, while the "hiding of internalsR was also 
supported. The contents of a module were not central to the 
functioning of the pipeline; rather, the input or output (a text 
stream) was key. Brian Kernighan noted Nthat while input/output 
direction predates pipes, the development of pipes led to the 
concept of tools-software programs that would be in a 'tool 
box,' available when you need them· and interchangeable.~ 
Pipes reduced complexity and were also linear. In "Software 
Tools," Kernighan and Plauger extend their discussion of pipes, 
noting that Na pipe provides a hidden buffering between the 
output of one program and the input of another program so 
information may pass between them without ever entering the 
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file system· (2). They also signal the importance of pipes for 
issues of data security: 

And consider the sequence 

decrypt key <file I prog I encrypt key > newfile 

Here a decryption program decodes an encrypted file, 
passing the decoded characters to a program having no 
special security features. The ouput of the program is 
re-encrypted at the other end. If a true pipe mechanism 
is used, no clear-text version of the data will ever 
appear in a file. To simulate this sequence with 
temporary files risks breaching security. (3) 

While the affordances of filters, pipes, and hidden data are often 
talked about as a matter of simple standardization and efficiency 
(as when Kernighan and Plauger argue that Nour emphasis here 
has been on getting jobs done with an efficient use of people" 
[6]), they also clearly work in the service of new regimes of 
security, not an insignificant detail in the context of the cold war 
era. Programming manuals and UNIX guides again and again 
stress clarity and simplicity (don't write fancy code; say what 
you mean as clearly and directly as you can), but the structures 
of operating systems like UNIX function by hiding internal 
operations, skewing uclarity" in very particular directions. These 
manuals privilege a programmer's equivalent of common sense 
in the Gramscian sense. For Antonio Gramsci, common sense 
is a historically situated process, the way in which a particular 
group responds to Hcertain problems posed by reality which are 
quite specific" at a particular time (324). As programmers 
constituted themselves as a particular class of workers in the 
1970s, they were necessarily lodged in their moment, deploying 
common sense and notions about simplicity to justify their 
innovations in code. Importantly, and as we will see, this 
moment is overdetermined by the ways in which the United 
States is widely coming to process race and other forms of 
difference in more covert registers, as noted earlier, even if the 
programmers themselves do not explicitly understand their 
work to be tied to such racial paradigms.2 

Another rule of UNIX is the Rule of Diversity, which insists on 
a mistrust of the None true way.N Thus UNIX, in the words of one 
account, Nembraces multiple languages, open extensible 
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systems and customization hooks everywhere,· reading much 
like a description of the tenets of neoliberal multiculturalism 
(Raymond, 24). Certain words emerge again and again 
throughout the ample literature on UNIX: modularity, 
compactness/ simplicity, orthogonality. UNIX is meant to allow 
multitasking, portability, time sharing, and compartmentalizing. 
It is not much of a stretch to layer these traits over the core 
tenets of post-Fordism/ a mode of production that begins to 
remake industrial-era notions of standardization in the 1960s: 
time-space compression, transformability, customization, a 
public/private blur, and so on. UNIX's intense modularity and 
information-hiding capacity were reinforced by its design-that 
is, in the ways in which it segregated the kernel from the shell. 
The kernel loads into the computer's memory at start-up and is 
"the heart· of UNIX (managing "hardware memory, job 
execution, and time sharing"), although it remains hidden from 
the user {Baldwin and Clark, 332). The shells (or programs that 
interpret commands) are intermediaries between the user and 
the computer's inner workings. They hide the details of the 
operating system from the user behind "the shell," extending 
modularity from a rule for programming in UNIX to the very 
design of UNIX itself. ill 

Modularity in the Social Field 

This push toward modularity and the covert in digital 
computation also reflects other changes in the organization of 
social life in the United States by the 1960s. For instance, if the 
first half of the twentieth century laid bare its racial logics, from 
"Whites OnlyN signage to the brutalities of lynching, the second 
half increasingly hides its racial "kernel," burying it below a shell 
of neoliberal pluralism. These covert racial logics take hold at the 
tail end of the civil rights movement at least partially to cut off 
and contain the more radical logics implicit in the urban 
uprisings that shook Detroit, Watts, Chicago, and Newark. In 
fact, the urban center of Detroit was more segregated by the 
1980s than in previous decades, reflecting a different inflection 
of the programmer's vision of the "easy removal" or 
containment of a troubling part. Whole areas of the city might 
be rendered orthogonal and disposable (also think post-Katrina 
New Orleans), and the urban black poor were increasingly 
isolated in "deteriorating city centers" (Sugrue, 198). Historian 
Thomas Sugrue traces the increasing unemployment rates for 
black men in Detroit, rates that rose dramatically from the 1950s 
to the 1980s, and maps a "deproletarianizationR that "shaped a 
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pattern of poverty in the postwar city that was surprisingly neww 
(262). Across several registers, the emerging neoliberal state 
begins to adopt the Rule of Modularity. For instance, we might 
draw an example from across the Atlantic. In her careful analysis 
of the effects of May 1968 and its afterlives, Kristin Ross argues 
that the French government contained the radical force of the 
uprisings by quickly moving to separate the students' rebellion 
from the concerns of labor, deploying a strategy of separation 
and containment in which both sides (students and labor) 
would ultimately lose (69). 

Modularity in software design was meant to decrease Hglobal 
complexity» and cleanly separate one "neighborn from another 
(Raymond, 85). These strategies also played out in ongoing 
reorganizations of the political field throughout the 1960s and 
1970s in both the Right and the Left. The widespread divestiture 
in the infrastructure of inner cities can be seen as one more 
insidious effect of the logic of modularity in the postwar era. But 
we might also understand the emergence of identity politics in 
the 1960s as a kind of social and political embrace of modularity 
and encapsulation, a mode of partitioning that turned away 
from the broader forms of alliance-based and globally inflected 
political practice that characterized both labor politics and 
antiracist organizing in the 1930s and 1940s.11 While identity 
politics produced concrete gains in the world, particularly in 
terms of civil rights, we are also now coming to understand the 
degree to which these movements curtailed and short-circuited 
more radical forms of political praxis, reducing struggle to fairly 
discrete parameters. 

Let me be clear. By drawing analogies between shifting racial 
and political formations and the emerging structures of digital 
computing in the late 1960s, I am not arguing that the 
programmers creating UNIX at Bell Labs and in Berkeley were 
consciously encoding new modes of racism and racial 
understanding into digital systems. (Indeed, many of these 
programmers were themselves left -leaning hippies, and the 
overlaps between the counterculture and early computing 
culture run deep, as Fred Turner has illustrated.) I also recognize 
that their innovations made possible the word processor I am 
using to write this article, a powerful tool that shapes cognition 
and scholarship in precise ways. Nor am I arguing for some 
exact correspondence between the ways in which 
encapsulation or modularity work in computation and how 
they function in the emerging regimes of neoliberalism, 
governmentality, and post-Fordism. Rather, I am highlighting 
the ways in which the organization of information and capital 
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in the 1960s powerfully responds-across many registers-to the 
struggles for racial justice and democracy that so categorized 
the United States at the time. Many of these shifts were enacted 
in the name of liberalism, aimed at distancing the overt racism 
of the past even as they contained and cordoned off progressive 
radicalism. The emergence of covert racism and its rhetoric of 
color blindness are not so much intentional as systemic. 
Computation is a primary delivery method of these new 
systems, and it seems at best naive to imagine that cultural and 
computational operating systems don't mutually infect one 
another. 

Thus we see modularity take hold not only in computation 
but also in the increasingly niched and regimented production 
of knowledge in the university after World War II. For instance, 
Christopher Newfield comments on the rise of New Criticism in 
literature departments in the cold war era, noting its relentless 
formalism, a ·logical corollary· to ·depoliticization· (14S) that 
·replaced agency with techniqueH {1SS). He attributes this 
particular tendency in literary criticism at least in part to the 
triumph of a managerial impulse, a turn that we might also align 
(even if Newfield doesn't) with the workings of modular code 
(itself studied as an exemplary approach to dynamic modeling 
systems for business management in the work of Baldwin and 
Clark cited ear1ier.).l2. He observes as well that this managerial 
obsession within literary criticism exhibits a surprising 
continuity across the 1960s and beyond. Gerald Graff has also 
examined the ·patterned isolation· that emerges in the 
university after World War II, at the moment when New 
Criticism's methods take hold in a manner that deprivileges 
context and focuses on ·explication for explication's sake.H Graff 
then analyzes the routinization of literary criticism in the period, 
a mechanistic exercise with input and output streams of its own 
(227). He recognizes that university departments (his example is 
English) begin to operate by a field-based and modular strategy 
of Hcoverage,· in which subfields proliferate and exist in their 
own separate chunks of knowledge, rarely contaminated by one 
another's Hintemals" (250). (He also comments that this modular 
strategy includes the token hiring of scholars of color who are 
then cordoned off within the department.) Graff locates the 
beginning of this patterned isolation in the run-up to the period 
that also brought us digital computing; he writes that it 
continues to play out today in disciplinary structures that have 
become increasingly narrow and specialized. Patterned 
isolation begins with the bureaucratic standardization of the 
university from 1890 through 1930 (61-62), but this ·cut out and 
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separate" mentality reaches a new crescendo after World War II 
as the organizational structure of the university pushes from 
simply bureaucratic and Taylorist to managerial, a shift noted as 
well by Christopher Newfield. Many now lament the 
overspecialization of the university; in effect, this tendency is a 
result of the additive logic of the lenticular or of the pipeline, 
where "content areas· or Hfields" are tacked together without any 
sense of intersection, context, or relation. Today, we risk adding 
the digital humanities to our proliferating disciplinary menus 
without any meaningful and substantial engagement with fields 
such as gender studies or critical race theory. 

It is interesting to note that much of the early work 
performed in UNIX environments was focused on document 
processing and communication tools and that UNIX is a 
computational system that very much privileges text (it centers 
on the text-based command line instead of on the graphical 
user interface, and its inputs and outputs are simple text lines). 
Many of the methodologies of the humanities from the cold war 
through the 1980s also privilege text while devaluing context 
and operate in their own chunked systems, suggesting telling 
parallels between the operating systems and privileged objects 
of the humanities and of the computers being developed on 
several university campuses in the same period. 

Lev Manovich has, of course, noted the modularity of the 
digital era and also backtracked to early twentieth-century 
examples of modularity from the factory line to the creative 
productions of avant garde artists. In a posting to the Nettime 
listserv in 2005, he frames modularity as a uniquely twentieth
century phenomenon, from Henry Ford's assembly lines to the 
1932 furniture designs of Belgian designer Louis Herman De 
Kornick. In his account, the twentieth century is characterized 
by an accelerating process of industrial modularization, but I 
think it is useful to examine the digital computer's privileged 
role in the process, particularly given that competing modes of 
computation were still quite viable until the 1960s, modes that 
might have pushed more toward the continuous flows of analog 
computing rather than the discrete tics of the digital computer. 
Is the modularity of the 1920s really the same as the modularity 
modeled in UNIX? Do these differences matter, and what might 
we miss if we assume a smooth and teleological triumph of 
modularity? How has computation pushed modularity in new 
directions, directions in dialogue with other cultural shifts and 
ruptures? Why does modularity emerge in our systems with 
such a vengeance across the 1960s? 

I have here suggested that our technological formations are 
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deeply bound up with our racial formations and that each 
undergo profound changes at midcentury. I am not so much 
arguing that one mode is causally related to the other but, 
rather, that they both represent a move toward modular 
knowledges, knowledges increasingly prevalent in the second 
half of the twentieth century. These knowledges support and 
enable the shift from the overt standardized bureaucracies of 
the 1920s and 1930s to the more dynamically modular and 
covert managerial systems that are increasingly prevalent as the 
century wears on. These latter modes of knowledge production 
and organization are powerful racial and technological 
operating systems that coincide with (and reinforce) 
(post)structuralist approaches to the world within the academy. 
Both the computer and the lenticular lens mediate images and 
objects, changing their relationship but frequently suppressing 
that process of relation, much like the divided departments of 
the contemporary university. The fragmentary knowledges 
encouraged by many forms and experiences of the digital 
neatly parallel the logics that underwrite the covert racism 
endemic to our times, operating in potential feedback loops, 
supporting each other. If scholars of race have highlighted how 
certain tendencies within poststructuralist theory 
simultaneously respond to and marginalize race, this maneuver 
is at least partially possible because of a parallel and increasing 
dispersion of electronic forms across culture, forms that 
simultaneously enact and shape these new modes of thinking. 

While the examples here have focused on UNIX, it is 
important to recognize that the core principles of modularity 
that it helped bring into practice continue to impact a wide 
range of digital computation, especially the C programming 
language, itself developed for UNIX by Ritchie, based on 
Thompson's earlier B language. While UNIX and C devotees will 
bemoan the nonorthogonality and leakiness of Windows or rant 
about the complexity of C++, the basic argument offered 
earlier-that UNIX helped inaugurate modular and lenticular 
systems broadly across computation and culture-holds true for 
the black boxes of contemporary coding and numerous other 
instances of our digital praxis. 

Today, we might see contemporary turns in computing 
-neural nets, clouds, semantics, and so on-as parallel to recent 
turns in humanities scholarship to privilege networks over 
nodes (particularly in new media studies and in digital culture 
theory) and to focus on globalization and its flows (in American 
studies and other disciplines). While this may simply mean we 
have learned our midcentury lessons and are smarter now, we 
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might also continue to examine with rigor and detail the degree 
to which dominant forms of computation -what David 
Golumbia has aptly called Hthe cultural logic of computation" in 
his recent update of Frankfurt School pessimism for the twenty
first century-continue to respond to shifting racial and cultural 
formations. Might these emerging modes of computation be 
read as symptoms and drivers of our postracial moment, 
refracting in some way national anxieties (or hopes) about a 
decreasingly white America? We should also remain alert to 
how contemporary technoracial formations infect privileged 
ways of knowing in the academy. While both the tales of C. P. 
Snow circa 1959 and the Sakal science wars of the 1990s sustain 
the myth that science and the humanities operate in distinct 
realms of knowing, powerful operating systems have surged 
beneath the surface of what and how we know in the academy 
for wen over half a decade. It would be foolish of us to believe 
that these operating systems- in this paper best categorized by 
UNIX and its many close siblings-do not at least partially 
overdetermine the very critiques we imagine that we are 
performing today. 

Moving Beyond Our Boxes 

So if we are always already complicit with the machine, what 
are we to do? 

First, we must better understand the machines and networks 
that continue to powerfully shape our lives in ways that we are 
often ill equipped to deal with as media and humanities 
scholars. This necessarily involves more than simply studying 
our screens and the images that dance across them, moving 
beyond the study of representations and the rhetorics of 
visuality. We might read representations seeking symptoms of 
information capital's fault lines and successes, but we cannot 
read the logics of these systems and networks solely at the level 
of our screens. Capital is now fully organized under the sign of 
modularity. It operates via the algorithm and the database, via 
simulation and processing. Our screens are cover stories, 
disguising deeply divided forms of both machine and human 
labor. We focus exclusively on them increasingly to our peril. 

Scholars in the digital humanities and in the emerging field 
of code studies are taking up the challenge of understanding 
how computational systems (especially but not only software) 
developed and operate. However, we must demand that these 
fields not replay the formalist and structuralist tendencies of 
new media theory circa 1998. This formalist turn displayed a 
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stubborn technological determinism and often privileged the 
machine over the social. To end run such determinism, the 
digital humanities and code studies must also take up the 
questions of culture and meaning that animate so many 
scholars of race in fields like the new American studies. 
Likewise, scholars of race must analyze, use, and produce digital 
forms and not smugly assume that to engage the digital directly 
is to be complicit with the forces of capitalism. The lack of 
intellectual generosity across our fields and departments only 
reinforces the divide-and-conquer mentality that the most 
dangerous aspects of modularity underwrite. We must develop 
common languages that link the study of code and culture. We 
must historicize and politicize code studies. And, because digital 
media were born as much of the civil rights era as of the cold 
war era (and of course these eras are one and the same), our 
investigations must incorporate race from the outset, 
understanding and theorizing its function as a ghost in the 
digital machine. This does not mean that we should simply add 
race to our analysis in a modular way, neatly tacking it on or 
building digital archives of racial material, but that we must 
understand and theorize the deep imbrications of race and 
digital technology even when our objects of analysis (say UNIX 
or search engines) seem not to be about race at all. This will not 
be easy. In the writing of this essay, the logic of modularity 
continually threatened to take hold, leading me into detailed 
explorations of pipe structures in UNIX or departmental 
structures in the university, taking me far from the contours of 
race at midcentury. It is hard work to hold race and computation 
together in a systemic manner, but it is work that we must 
continue to undertake. 

We also need to take seriously the possibility that questions of 
representation and of narrative and textual analysis may, in 
effect, divert us from studying the reorganization of capital-a 
reorganization dependent on the triumph of the very particular 
patterns of informationalization evident in code. If the study of 
representation may in fact be part and parcel of the very logic of 
modularity that such code inaugurates, a kind of distraction, it is 
equally plausible to argue that our very intense focus on 
visuality in the past twenty years of scholarship is just a different 
manifestation of the same distraction. There is tendency in film 
and media studies to treat the computer and its screens as (in 
Jonathan Beller's terms) a 1egacy" technology to cinema. In its 
drive to stage continuities, such an argument tends to minimize 
or completely miss the fundamental material differences 
between cinematic visuality and the production of the visual by 
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digital technologies. For most of the twentieth century, cinema 
was a profoundly visual (if also aural) form, with images etched 
into celluloid; the digital does not depend on vision in any 
analogous way. 

To push my polemic to its furthest dimensions, I would 
argue that to study image, narrative, and visuality will never be 
enough if we do not engage as well the nonvisual dimensions 
of code and their organization of the world. Yet to trouble my 
own polemic, we might also understand the workings of code 
to have already internalized the visual to the extent that, in the 
heart of the labs from which UNIX emerged, the cultural 
processing of the visual via the register of race was already at 
work in the machine. 

In extending our critical methodologies, we must have at 
least a passing familiarity with code languages, operating 
systems, algorithmic thinking, and systems design. We need 
database literacies, algorithmic literacies, computational 
literacies, interface literacies. We need new hybrid practitioners: 
artist-theorists, programming humanists, activist-scholars; 
theoretical archivists, critical race coders. We need new forms of 
graduate and undergraduate education that hone both critical 
and digital literacies. We have to shake ourselves out of our 
small, field-based boxes so that we might take seriously the 
possibility that our own knowledge practices are normalized, 
modular, and black boxed in much the same way as the code 
we study in our work. That is, our very scholarly practices tend 
to undervalue broad contexts, meaningful relation, and 
promiscuous border crossing. While many of us identify as 
interdisciplinary, very few of us extend that border crossing very 
far (theorists tune out the technical; the technologists are 
impatient of the abstract; scholars of race mock the 
computational, seeing it as corrupt). The intense narrowing of 
our academic specialties over the past fifty years can actually be 
seen as an effect of or as complicit with the logics of modularity 
and the relational database. Just as the relational database works 
by normalizing data-that is, by stripping it of meaningful, 
idiosyncratic context, creating a system of interchangeable 
equivalencies-our own scholarly practices tend to exist in 
relatively hermetically sealed boxes or nodes. Critical theory and 
poststructuralism have been powerful operating systems that 
have served us well; they were as hard to learn as the complex 
structures of C++. and we have dutifully learned them. They are 
also software systems in desperate need of updating and 
patching. They are lovely, and they are not enough. They 
cannot be all we do, but that is not to say that they are not of any 
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value. 
In universities that simply shut down "old schoor 

departments-like at my university, German and geography; in 
the UK Middlesex's philosophy program; in Arizona, perhaps all 
of ethnic studies; in Albany, anything they can-scholars must 
engage the vernacular digital forms that make us nervous, 
authoring in them in order to better understand them and to 
recreate in technological spaces the possibility of doing the 
work that moves us. We need new practices and new modes of 
collaboration; we need to be literate in emerging scientific and 
technological methodologies but also in theories of race, 
globalization, and gender. We'll gain that literacy at least partially 
through an intellectual generosity or curiosity toward colleagues 
whose practices are not our own. We need to privilege systemic 
modes of thinking that can understand relation and honor 
complexity, even while valuing precision and specificity. We 
need nimbler ways of linking the network and the node and 
digital form and content, and we need to understand that 
categories like race profoundly shape both form and content. In 
short, we need a good deal more exchange between the ASA 
and the digital humanities so that we might develop some 
shared languages and goals. We must take seriously the 
question, why are the digital humanities so white? but also ask 
why American studies is not more digital. 

We must remember that computers are themselves encoders 
of culture. If, in the 1960s and 1970s, 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.13 
Politically committed academics with humanities skill sets must 
engage technology and its production not simply as an object 
of our scorn, critique, or fascination but as a productive and 
generative space that is always emergent and never fully 
determined. 

Notes 

This essay is a revised version of a piece originally written for Race after 
the Internet, edited by Peter Chow-White and Lisa Nakamura, 
forthcoming from Routledge. Feedback from Neil Fraistat, Matt Gold, 
David Golumbia, and Steve Ramsay helped sharpen the piece for this 
volume. 
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.L For the past decade, I have had the privilege to work with a team of 
collaborators on a variety of digital projects, including the online journal 
Vectors and a new authoring platform Scalar. In Los Angeles, this team 
includes Steve Anderson, Craig Dietrich, and Erik Loyer (and, until 
recently, Raegan Kelly), among others, and it is impossible to overstate 
how thoroughly I have been reconfigured by the opportunity to interact 
with such smart and congenial people. Conversations over the years 
(including at the Baltimore summit) with the broader DH community 
have deeply shaped our approach to developing computational systems 
for the humanities. 

2. This panel was organized by Glenn Hendler and Bruce Burgett, both of 
whom have worked quite tirelessly to engage the ASA community in 
conversations about the digital humanities. In addition to the three of us, 
Randy Bass, Sharon Daniel, Deborah Kimmey, and Curtis Marez were 
also on the panel. Tim Powell had been on the original program but was 
unable to attend. 

~These tensions between traditional humanities scholars and 
computational humanists are, of course, not new. For examples of these 
dynamics within early waves of humanities computing, see Thomas, 
·computing and the Historical Imagination," and Craig, "Stylistic Analysis 
and Authorship Studies." As these authors note from within the realms of 
authorship studies and historical studies, these tensions often played out 
over the differences between quantitative and qualitative analysis and via 
debates on the status and validity of various modes of interpretation. 
Two readers (Golumbia and Ramsay) of this piece during the volume's 
semiopen peer review process expressed discomfort with the use of the 
term "traditional" to describe humanities scholars who don't consider 
themselves DHers. I share that discomfort, particularly since the word 
"traditional" seems to imply conservative, not a term many would 
associate with the ASA today, at least in a political sense. Instead, I mean 
the term simply to signal scholars in the humanities whose 
methodologies are not primarily dependent on digital analysis, 
platforms, or tools. 

~UNIX develops with some rapidity at least in part because the parent 
company of Bell Labs, AT&T, was unable to enter the computer business 
due to a 1958 consent decree. Eric Raymond notes that "Bell Labs was 
required to license its nontelephone technology to anyone who asked" 
(33). Thus a kind of counterculture chic developed around UNIX. 
Raymond provides a narrative version of this history, including the 
eventual UNIX wars, in his The Art of UNIX Programming. His account, 
while thorough, tends to romanticize the collaborative culture around 
UNIX. For a more objective analysis of the imbrications of the 
counterculture and early computing cultures, see Fred Turner's From 
Counterculture to Cyberculture. See also Tom Streeter for a consideration 
of liberal individualism and computing cultures. 

5.. Critical code studies (and software studies more generally) take up the 
study of computational systems in a variety of ways. For an overview of 
software studies, see Fuller. For emerging work in critical code studies, 
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see the proceedings of the 2010 conference on Critical Code Studies, 
archived at btt,p·//yectorsjournal org/thoughtmesh/critcode . 

.6... Some scholars have questioned the neutral status of digital structures 
such as code and databases. John Unsworth has situated UNIX as a 
Western cultural formation, arguing that "UNIX is deeply indebted to 
culturally determined notions such as private property, class 
membership, and hierarchies of power and effectivity. Most of these 
ideas are older than the modern Western culture that produced UNIX, but 
the constellation of cultural elements gathered together in UNIX's basic 
operating principles seems particularly Western and capitalist-not 
surprisingly, given that its creators were human extensions of one of the 
largest accumulations of capital in the Western world" (142). See also 
David Golumbia's observations on the limits of the database and of 
semantic computing for humanities analysis, as wen as work on 
culturally contextual databases and ontologies undertaken by Kimberly 
Christen and Ramesh Srinivasan. Golumbia has further argued that 
object-oriented programming privileges categorization and hierarchies 
in a manner that has ·much more to do with engineering presumptions 
and ideologies than with computational efficiency· (209). His work is a 
must read for anyone caught up in utopian readings of digital culture's 
empowering and participatory aspects. 

'L In comments on a draft of this essay, Steve Ramsay suggested that 
Mike Gancarz's The Unix Philosophy categorizes UNIX via a related but 
different rule set. His rule set (4-5) is as follows: 

a_ This quote from Kernighan is from "The Creation of the UNIX 
Operating System" on the Bell Labs website. See http://www.bell
labs. com/histor:y/unix/philosophy.html. 

~For Gramsci, ·common sense· is a multilayered phenomenon that can 
serve both dominant groups and oppressed ones. For oppressed groups, 
common sense may allow a method of speaking back to power and of 
rejiggering what counts as sensible. Kara Keeling profitably explores this 
possibility in her work on the black femme. Computer programmers in 
the 1970s are interestingly situated. They are on the one hand a 
subculture (often overlapping with the counterculture), but they are also 
part of an increasingly managerial class that will help society transition to 
regimes of neoliberalism and governmentality. Their dreams of libraries 
of code may be democratic in impulse, but they also increasingly 
support postindustrial forms of labor. 

10. Other aspects of UNIX also encode "chunking; including the concept 
of the file. For a discussion of files in UNIX, see You Are Not a Gadget by 
Jaron Lanier. This account of UNIX, among other things, also argues that 
code and culture exist in complex feedback loops. 

11. See, for instance, Patricia Sullivan's Days of Hope for an account of the 
coalition politics of the South in the 1930s and 1940s that briefly brought 
together antiracist activists, labor organizers, and members of the 
Communist Party. Such a broad alliance became increasingly difficult to 



Debates in the Digital Humanities

sustain after the Red Scare. I would argue that a broad cultural tum to 
modularity and encapsulation was both a response to these earlier 
political alliances and a way to short circuit their viability in the 1960s. My 
Reconstructing Dixie examines the ways in which a lenticular logic 
infects both identity politics and the politics of difference, making 
productive alliance and relationality hard to achieve in either paradigm. 

12. To be fair, Newfield also explores a more radical impulse in literary 
study in the period, evident in the likes of (surprisingly) both Harold 
Bloom and Raymond Williams. This impulse valued literature precisely in 
its ability to offer an ·unmanaged exploration of experience· (152). 

13. There is no smoking gun that can unequivocally prove a one-to-one 
equation between shifting parameters of racial representation and 
racism and the emergence of UNIX as a very particular development in 
the history of computing, one that was neither necessary nor inevitable. 
Such proof is not my goal here. Rather, this essay asks why the 
midcentury tum to modularity was so deeply compelling and so widely 
dispersed, from urban planning to operating systems; I argue that in the 
United States this reorganization cannot be understood without taking 
into account the ways in which the nation responded to the civil rights 
movement. Of course, race is not the only axis of difference driving 
cultural change at this moment; how we understand the politics of 
gender and sexuality are also changing and are important to consider in 
relation to this essay's broad argument. In fact, we might understand the 
emergence of identity politics throughout the 1960s and 1970s as part of 
this very logic of modularity. But I would maintain that two broad things 
are true. First, society is reorganizing due to pressures within the political 
field (i.e., due to social movements), and that race is a particularly 
important vector in this reorganization. Second, all technological change 
is deeply situated within cultural forces, and, thus, the development of 
UNIX needs to be read in relation to these changes even if the 
relationship is not one of strict linear causality. It has been interesting to 
note that when presenting this work in various venues, scholars of race 
typically get the argument, while others are sometimes more resistant. I 
would suggest that perhaps this very resistance might itself be an after 
effect of the triumph of modularity in the contemporary academy. 
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52
Queer
Karen Tongson

Queer media is an emergent category acknowledging 

that media forms, from film and television to an ever 

expanding digital sphere, are no longer just “playing 

to Peoria” (and the many Peorias since established) as 

the standard of demographic normalcy and desirability. 

The early 2000s saw the emergence of LGBTQ- focused 

programming on cable networks like Logo, and gave rise 

to Bravo as the unofficial home for queer programming 

ever since it turned queer eyes to straight guys. More 

recently, queer methods for storytelling have come to 

prominence on streaming platforms like Amazon and 

Netflix (which launched queer shows like Transparent), 

and social media sites like YouTube and Instagram, 

which provide platforms for queer and transgender 

people to auto- document their lives, struggles, and 

transitions. In short, queer niches have sprouted 

up across the media landscape since the beginning 

of the new millennium, even as LGBTQ characters 

have become more prevalent on prime- time network 

programming— ABC’s sitcom Modern Family the most 

frequently cited among them.

Queer media also function as a historical index: as 

a phrase that encompasses, in shorthand, the medial 

transformations and shifts that afford such proxim-

ity with the “queer,” and the cultural and conceptual 

changes queer life, culture, and theory have inaugu-

rated in the United States and beyond (Villarejo 2014). 

In other words, we have become more attentive to the 

ways in which media themselves have been transformed 

at various historical moments by the advances of, and ir-

ruptions caused by, LGBTQ civil rights movements and 

calls for political and cultural representation. Scripted 

television “after Ellen,” DeGeneres’s herstorical coming 

out in “The Puppy Episode” in 1997, and the prolifera-

tion of queer participation on reality television, with its 

roots in PBS’s 1973 series An American Family, are owed 

in many respects to the historical agitations and trans-

formations that precipitated these moments of visibility 

(Villarejo 2014, 92).

“Queer media” also names a set of practices and 

methods for interpreting media that may or may not 

make themselves available to queer interpretation, 

queer worlds, and queer people— as innovators in the 

field of feminist, LGBTQ media studies have explored 

for over two decades (Doty 1993; Joyrich 1996; Modleski 

2007; Rich 2013; White 1999). With a contemporary me-

dia landscape relatively rich in queer representation— 

from Orange Is the New Black to I Am Cait to “Same Love,” 

the rapper Macklemore’s top- forty hit advocating for 

gay marriage, to mainstream movies depicting lesbian 

marriage between All- American sweethearts (Jenny’s 

Wedding, 2015)— it would seem that queer viewers are 

no longer bereft of the opportunity to see ourselves on 

screens and devices large, small, fixed, and portable.

How and why, then, do arguments about queer vis-

ibility still run the table? For example, why are we ob-

sessed with the lack of butch lesbians in film and TV 

(one of Jack Halberstam’s recurrent concerns on his 

collaborative scholarly blog, Bully Bloggers), at the same 

time we capitulate to the latest BuzzFeed hype about 

the openly queer, masculine of center celesbian DJ, su-

permodel, and actress Ruby Rose, not to mention the 

many would- be Ruby Roses clamoring to reboot “les-

bian chic” on social media platforms like Instagram? 

Why amid such apparent abundance, are we still left 

feeling so empty? Furthermore, why in this economy 
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of plentitude are we still struggling to describe what is 

queer about media, and how media themselves might 

be queer? These definitional problems arise in part be-

cause the category of “queer” and what exactly it in-

dexes have always been up for debate in the academy 

and beyond. At times “queer” has come to mean a par-

ticular set of sexual practices, positions, and proclivities. 

In the past fifteen years or so, scholars have vigorously 

debated whether or not queer constitutes any form of 

antinormativity. Meanwhile, some of the field’s funda-

mental questions continue to abide: Is queer an iden-

tity? An orientation? A method? A practice of reading, 

seeing, or hearing?

Aren’t- we- GLAAD approaches to quantifying queer 

visibility— that is, measuring with exactness how 

many gay characters, shows, and actors are on TV or in 

films, and whether or not these portrayals are positive 

or negative— have created their own set of limitations 

around our encounters with all forms of media, not just 

explicitly queer representations with identifiable queer 

bodies, characters and “acts.” Like the Dickensian Mr. 

Gradgrind, the headmaster in Hard Times obsessed with 

numbers and their Malthusian applicability to a profit- 

driven “greater good,” queer media observers are inevi-

tably derailed by counting how many LGBTQ shows are 

watched by larger audiences, and measuring their “im-

pact” in ways that equate profit and advertiser approval 

with political progress. As an alternative to these metrics 

of quantification, and in the effort to bring back some 

of the vicissitudes the murky designation of “queerness” 

affords, we might rediscover queer media, past and pres-

ent, as sites of fantasy, play, and projection.

In other words, we are so fixated on how many, how 

often, and how affirmative portrayals are that we have 

begun to lose sight and sound of the textures, sensa-

tions, and idiosyncrasies that fuel the pleasure of queer 

spectatorship and participation (Belcher 2014; Moore 

2013; Rhee and Phillips 2015). To invoke Kara Keeling’s 

more expansive medial perspective, we are in a moment 

during which we have the potential to craft the archi-

tecture for a “Queer OS” (operating system). As Keeling 

writes, “Queer OS names a way of thinking and acting 

with, about, through, among, and at times even in spite 

of new media technologies and other phenomena of 

mediation. It insists upon forging and facilitating un-

common, irrational, imaginative, and/or unpredict-

able relationships between and among what currently 

are perceptible as living beings and the environment 

in the interest of creating value(s) that facilitate just 

relations” (2014, 154). I’m interested in Keeling’s insis-

tence on the “thinking and acting with.” Queer media, 

in other words, is as much about a queer engagement, 

and sometimes resistance to certain processes of repre-

sentation and mediation in the effort to forge an oth-

erwise, and a “not yet” (to echo the language of José Es-

teban Muñoz’s Cruising Utopia): a striving for alternate 

and just relationalities or “different paths to queerness” 

(2009, 15).

Furthermore, queer is anchored never simply to a 

set of bodies or practices, but more crucially to a set of 

methods and desires— both political and intellectual— 

derived from activist genealogies (e.g., the legacy of 

Queer Nation), the academy (since the institutionaliza-

tion of queer studies starting in the 1990s), and media 

forms themselves. As I argued elsewhere, “Though we 

may have loved, fucked, eaten, sang, sewn, played soft-

ball, honked the tuba, ballet danced, taken ecstasy, and 

flashed jazz hands, queerly in our lifetimes before our 

respective sojourns in higher education, we talk, write, 

read, watch publish essays and books, waste our time 

making GIFs about, and sit in harshly lit MLA ballrooms 

to mull over the queer we learned in school” (Tongson 

2014, 118). Extending my claims about the affinities, and 

the formal, as well as everyday pedagogies constituting 
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“queerness,” to media engagement, I would also like to 

imagine that queer spectatorship— particularly televisu-

ality and the proliferating forms of “home- viewing” in 

which we participate— is also born of another kind of 

sensibility: a “latchkey” sensibility that we often equate 

with the voracious overconsumption of media that 

forges our queer sensibilities. I would argue, for example, 

that the figure we have come to know as the “latchkey 

kid” is the linchpin to illuminating queer media and 

queer relationships to media: she is the figure left to 

her own devices who forges improper identifications, 

and— to invoke Muñoz’s work once more— dangerous 

disidentifications (1999) with media content, appropri-

ate or inappropriate. Through the historical, metaphori-

cal figure of the latchkey kid, we can trace a particular 

kind of queer relationship to media born of excess and 

dereliction, one in which the queer spectators project 

themselves into worlds beyond the ones that have cho-

sen to ignore them.

Historically, the “latchkey kid” is among the first pro-

totypical consumers (some would say over- consumers) 

of media, who cannot be imagined as a producer of any 

kind. Unsupervised, left alone, and either fearful or 

bored, the youth of suburbia have been called latchkey 

kids since World War II, when the label was invented to 

describe children transiently orphaned by work as well 

as war. In 1944, Henry L. Zucker, secretary of the Emer-

gency Child Care Committee of Cleveland, and an ad-

visory committee member of the Child Welfare League 

of America, lamented the term’s induction into the “so-

cial work literature” of the era: “The nomenclature of 

social work literature has been enriched during the war 

by such terms as ‘latchkey’ or ‘doorkey’ children and 

‘eight hour orphans.’ . . . The house key tied around the 

neck is the symbol of cold meals, of a child neglected 

and shorn of the security of a mother’s love and affec-

tion. These new terms foretell a war- bred generation of 

problem adolescents- to- be in the 1950s, and of malad-

justed parents- to- be in the 1960s” (Zucker 1944, 43).

Even before the concept of a nuclear family cohered 

in the atomic age after World War II— an age that bore 

witness to America’s storied baby boom, its rapid sub-

urbanization, and the rise of television— social work-

ers were concerned with the dissolution of the family 

unit, because of the shifting gender roles wrought by 

war. With more women in the workforce, as men fought 

overseas in the European and Pacific theaters, children 

were increasingly left to seek refuge with neighbors 

or “aged grandparents,” or worse, according to social 

observers, to fend for themselves. Quoting extensively 

from a female elementary school principal’s report on 

her school’s “war casualties,” Zucker argued that the ex-

cessive consumption of media had a deleterious effect 

upon a child’s unsupervised time:

Edward, a bright child but extremely nervous, could 

not sit still or remain in his seat long enough to do 

his work. Both parents were working, both were 

extremely tired and nervous. . . . One Monday, 

things became so extremely bad in the classroom 

that the teacher asked Edward what he had done. 

Well, the mother had given him $2.00 to do what 

he wanted. He left home at ten o’clock, went to a 

movie at the Hippodrome, then one at the Palace, 

one at the Mall, then one at the neighborhood 

theater, arriving home at ten o’clock [pm], tired 

but feeling that he had had a most successful day. 

(Zucker 1944, 47)

Even before broadcast television became a staple of 

every middle- class home, and binge watching and 

#showholes (a recent ad campaign encouraging binge 

viewing through the Amazon Fire platform) entered 

popular parlance in the streaming era, Edward, the 
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insatiable consumer of entertainment, proved how 

delinquency, truancy, and disrespect for institutions 

and authority are fostered by “the wrong” relationship 

to media.

Thus the queer viewer has always, already been some-

thing of a latchkey viewer. Our entry points to media 

are often askew, and require a certain overindulgence 

and excessiveness. The latchkey queer is the one who, 

like Jonathan Caouette in his homemade, indie feature 

Tarnation (2003), or performance artist Kalup Linzy in 

his sumptuous, if low- tech, fannish soap opera perfor-

mance videos (2002– 6), transposes isolate, sometimes 

lonely queer viewing practices of mainstream program-

ming, from prime- time drama to daytime fare like Guid-

ing Light, into the texture of another life, another story, 

another medium. Caouette turned his latchkey over-

consumption of prime- time soaps, documented auto- 

ethnographically on video throughout his adolescence, 

into the content and texture for a feature film later he 

made as an adult using iMovie. Linzy does similar work 

with his performance videos, albeit through dramatic 

reenactments of his and other queers of color’s recep-

tion of soapy daytime fare. Like latchkey kids who had 

to fend for themselves and fight for their sustenance, 

these queer artists reheated what was processed and 

packaged and turned it into something nourishing. 

Latchkey queers are the dykes who, like the members 

of the 1990s punk band Team Dresch, accidentally hap-

pened upon Mariel Hemingway and Patrice Donnelly 

achieving their Personal Best (1982) on an endless cycle 

of regular cable repeats of the sporty film in the after-

noon, opening pathways to becoming fantastical new 

beings à la “Fagetarian and Dyke” on their 1995 album 

Personal Best— an oblique musical homage to the film.

The objects may continue to change. Instead of glis-

tening lady track stars perspiring in slow motion after 

their athletic exertions, we may now turn to butch 

lesbian- identified Top Chefs sporting all iterations of the 

faux hawk while thrusting their “hands up, and utensils 

down” upon Padma Lakshmi’s command. Instead of 

Harry Hamlin “making love” with both Michael Ontkean 

and Kate Jackson as he did as a confused bisexual man in 

the film Making Love from 1982, we may take a prurient 

queer pleasure in the overcooked heterodisaster- kink of 

a cable series like The Affair (2015– ), or the slow- burning 

normporn of a show like NBC’s Parenthood (2010– 15), 

or the adoptive parental homonormporn of The Fosters 

(2013– ) (Tongson 2015). Queer media have meant, and 

continue to mean to me, the sort of titillated, interpel-

lated, yet ultimately ambivalent viewing practices, that 

re- enliven the reparative, and disidentificatory practices 

of queer fantasy— the kind of imagining that carries the 

potential for queer world making. To watch and listen 

queerly also mean to explore the ambivalent pleasures, 

and the attraction- repulsion queer viewers experience 

when watching even the most mainstream, ready- for- 

prime- time network programming designed for families, 

modern or not. These moments of queer encounter with 

and within media, with or without actual queer bodies, 

created the conditions of possibility for— continue to 

create the possibility for— righteous and radiant queer 

operating systems, platforms, fantasies, or what we still 

dare to call “worlds,” from yesterday to today; for tomor-

row, forever, or perhaps even never, IRL— in real life.
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OueerOS: A User's Manual 

FIONA BARNETT, ZACH BLAS, MICHA CARDENAS, JACOB 
GABOURY, JESSICA MARIE JOHNSON, MARGARET RHEE 

In 2014, Cinema Journal published a special"In Focus" issue on 
"Queer Approaches to Film, Television, and Digital Media" that 
included queer theorist Kara Keeling's preliminary articulation of 
a HQueerOs,· a Hscholarly and political projece that "makes this 
formulation of queer function as an operating system" (Keeling, 
153). Drawing on Tara McPherson's analysis of operating 
systems as both technical and cultural structures ("U.S. 
Operating Systems," 21-37), Keeling posits a QueerOS that 
employs ontologies of new media with queer theory and other 
theoretical fields that address a spectrum of difference such as 
race and class. For Keeling, a QueerOS would make it impossible 
to think of phenomena of identitarian difference as separate 
from information technologies. As Keeling articulates this 
conception, she generously summarizes interventions that have 
been made in the work of bringing together information 
technologies, sexuality, and other forms of difference. Yet a 
QueerOS remains a largely speculative project, a challenge set 
forth by Keeling to those who have begun to think these worlds 
together. 

In the spirit of a queer commons and as queer/trans scholars 
and artists of color invested in the digital humanities, we take up 
Keeling's challenge. However, our OS doesn't come in the form 
of GNU/Linux's man pages with detailed descriptions of 
switches, pipes, and flags. Instead, we have borrowed the 
language of popular software to present an accessible 
introduction, a User's Manual to a new operating system, with 
each component given a poetic and theoretical description of 
its features and limitations.1 To construct this OS, we have 
drawn from the work of an array of scholars, activists, and artists 
from across cultural studies, ethnic studies, media studies, and 
the digital humanities. We invoke thinkers and cultural workers 
such as Jasbir Puar, Lauren Berlant, Octavia Butler, Moya Bailey, 
Viviane Namaste, Martin Manalansan, Jose Esteban Munoz, 
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Juana Maria Rodriguez, Alexis Lothian, Alexis Pauline Gumbs, 
and Hortense Spillers, among others. We likewise look to the 
transgressive, theoretical, political, and aesthetic practices made 
possible through the activism of groups such as Queer Nation 
and ACT UP, and we see a kinship in the work of black feminist 
and radical womyn of color digital media-makers, and in the 
agitation of queer and transgender activists of color organizing 
in grassroots movements such as #blacklivesmatter. These 
figures have challenged us to invoke a notion of queerness that 
is socially constructed, promiscuous, political, and discomfiting. 
They are the ghosts in our machine. 

Our hope is not to present a unified theory of what a queer 
operating system should be. Our goal is to continue to advance 
a theory of queerness as technological, operative, and systemic, 
derived from individual interests, mutual concern, and 
discussions that have emerged from collective presentations, 
virtual discussions, and queer dreams. It is to engage with the 
challenge of understanding queerness today as operating on 
and through digital media and the digital humanities. Our 
intervention therefore seeks to address what we perceive as a 
lack of queer, trans, and racial analysis in the digital humanities, 
as wen as the challenges of imbricating queer/trans/racialized 
lives and building digital/technical architectures that do not 
replicate existing systems of oppression. As such, this is a 
speculative proposition for a technical project that does not yet 
exist and may never come to exist, a project that does not yet 
function and may never function. It is a response to the 
requirement that the digital humanities create working 
technologies. In lieu of tools, we offer up theoretical vaporware, 
speculative potentialware, ephemeral praxis. 

Getting Started 
QueerOS seeks to identify digital interactions, both intentional 
and serendipitous, that lead to new pleasures and possibilities 
both online and off. QueerOS imagines the pleasure and pain of 
queer digital mediations as practices that are inherently 
organizing and disorganizing at the same time. Focusing on 
computer code and system hardware, performance and 
production, communities of collaboration and social justice, 
and practices of desire and transformation within social media, 
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QueerOS updates our current moment while also questioning 
our impulse to make queer theory productive and connect to 
the digital humanities and new media studies. QueerOS 
diverges from the digital network culture, widely accepted 
today, in which Terms of Service and License Agreements are 
quietly updated by corporations in order to limit user's rights to 
their own data, where agreements are to be scro Ued past and 
clicked through, and consent is not taken seriously. QueerOS 
demands that consensual agreements are the means by which 
we build new architectures of possibility and make our dreams 
of abundance real. By agreeing to the QueerOS Terms of Service 
the user binds themselves in a relational network of queer 
kinship with and between people and systems, bodies and 
objects, one and another. 

Interface 
The interface marks the site at which human-machine 
interaction is situated. For most users, the interface is the only 
means of engaging with a given operating system, as all 
possible actions are mediated by the predetermined interactions 
built into the system. The interface is therefore a site of control, 
of restriction; it is a black box that accepts limited input to 
produce limited output, the workings of which remain hidden. 
While our queer impulse may be to explode this box, to lay bare 
its inner workings in a gesture of radical revelation, this desire to 
access the truth of the machine in that hardware, those circuits, 
these gates and switches is rooted in a drive toward depth, 
essence, and resolution that is antithetical to a QueerOS. As 
such, a more productive interface would be expansive, 
proliferating the relationality allowed for by the inter-face, its 
inter-activity, its nature as that which is between or among, that 
which binds together, mutually or reciprocally. Far from the 
extractive impulse of contemporary systems that mine and 
surveil, it is an act of consent and mutual transformation. It is 
that which allows us to enter one another and be in-formed
that is, to be shaped from within (Peters). 

If there is an object to be exploded, it is perhaps the site at 
which the interface takes place, and those forms of action that 
qualify as legible to the operation of our system. While the 
interface once described the hermetic boundary at which two 
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bodies meet (Chrystal), our modern computational interfaces 
are quite promiscuous, accepting and dispensing data between 
human and machine. Yet this modern interface is prophylactic, 
accepting only that which has been made hygienic through a 
translation from the material world into information. What 
might it mean to construct an interface with the capacity for co
constitutive modification, one modeled not on Shannon's 
mathematical theory of communication (Shannon, 623-56), but 
on something disarticulated from Western epistemologies, 
something in which the parasite is not the excluded third 
(Serres) but is that which connects and transforms us, an 
infectious intimacy in which bodies are open to the 
transformation that arises from one to another?2. What would it 
mean for an interface to take self-modification as its ontological 
premise, such that interaction with an interface might transform 
both the user and the system? 

How would such an interface appear? Most modern 
interfaces take the form of a screen or surface that represents 
the internal actions of a computer, but that does not allow direct 
and unmediated access to it. While for decades the principal 
interface for most operating systems was the command line 
with its serial, linear, and deeply textual logic, it is the graphical 
user interface that now dominates our screens, structured by 
the logic of objects, layers, and surfaces. Both are premised on 
an existing media logic-the line, the grid, the frame-and both 
serve to distance and obfuscate the technology they mediate. 
Yet herein lies a double bind. While we might hope to do away 
with this distance by allowing for a relational, embodied, and 
transformative interface, the culmination of such a system is its 
own disappearance. As Alexander Galloway has argued, DThe 
more intuitive a device becomes, the more it risks falling out of 
media altogether, becoming as naturalized as air or as common 
as dirt. To succeed, then, is at best self-deception and at worst 
self-annihilationH (Galloway, 25). Yet perhaps this is precisely our 
goal. A queer operating system might take as its premise an 
interface in which such distinctions are annihilated, in which 
the self is shattered such that the mediating skin of the interface 
disappears but is not naturalized, through which we might 
acknowledge the always already-mediated nature of our 
interactions as between and among one another. 
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User 
To allow for proper functioning, the user offers their flesh to 
QueerOS. 

QueerOS rejects the body and yet requires it. It subverts 
synapses and digital conduits and yet luxuriates in excess, in 
electric demands, in "irreverent" and "aggressive aesthetic acts" 
that shatter both race binaries and RGB hexadecimal color 
coding (McMillan). Its activity log lies yawning and empty, 
waiting to be filled, because it is new, fresh, and still smells of 
soldered metal bits. The user may find that there are other bits 
and bytes here and there, left over from past operating systems, 
technological architecture poorly dismantled and unassimilated 
despite the flood of attention paid to the digital humanities as an 
academic field and political project. Black and blackened codes 
that linger, as Tara McPherson suggests, because they must and 
may, in fact, be desirable and desired (UWhy Are the Digital 
Humanities So Whiter). 

The user offers itself as victim, survivor, and creator of 
operating systems past. The user retains all ownership rights 
over the content it brings to the OS, but must disclose, in truth 
and reconciliation, where the content originated from. The OS 
will be liable for reconfiguring content generated by hierarchical 
ontological pasts; those rooted in slavery, settler-colonialism, 
prison and military industrial complexes will be targeted for 
special attention. The OS will be responsible for transposing 
such content, reordering vertical relations into horizontal, 
circular, reversible, retractable, prescient, and/or prophetic 
forms, writing code for programming that makes explicit and 
holds space for new forms. The user, in return, reserves the right 
and has absolute discretion to review the new order, demand 
reparation, display fragmentation, and modify future 
possibilities. Both user and OS agree there will be no finite in the 
OS. The OS will be emergent, transformative, and unot yet here" 
(Munoz). 

The user will be provided with aU available aesthetic and 
pseudonymous options. The user may invite others to the OS or 
break themselves into multiple users or avatars. There will be no 
limit on the number of avatars available to the user and each will 
retain the aforementioned rights to content. The OS will invite 
aU to play and support play in aU forms. Play, in fact, will be the 
dialogic mechanism for transposing content and creating new 
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forms. 
By offering its flesh to the OS, the user becomes one/multiple 

/nothing and binds itself in a contract with the OS. The user's 
offer of flesh is irrevocable, nonexclusive, worldwide, perpetual, 
royalty-free, and sublicensable. 

Kernel 
The kernel manages I/0 requests and translates them into 
processing for the central unit of the operating system. The 
kernel is fundamental to the proper functioning of QueerOS. 
While in a normative system the code of the kernel is loaded 
into a nprotected area~~ of memory such that it may not be 
overwritten by applications and other used parts of the OS, the 
QueerOS kernel is merged with usable space to ensure its 
interference with the user. The system thus functions from this 
constant modality of interference and instability. The kernel is 
promiscuous by default. 

This frictional mode bears in mind Keeling's suggestion that 
a QueerOS is neither interdisciplinary nor transdisciplinary. It is 
radically indifferent to existing disciplines uin an effort to include 
aspects of the world that have not yet entered the logics of 
disciplines~~ (Keeling, 154). Just as QueerOS does not move 
through or across disciplines, it likewise refuses the impulse to 
simply mine or extract the media of existing disciplines. In lieu 
of these predatory or essentializing formations, QueerOS 
articulates a para -disciplinary engagement. It demands we 
imagine otherwise. 

This orientation is not without its costs. What QueerOS gains 
from this refusal of legibility it pays for in its inherent instability. 
It is necessarily an unreliable system full of precarity, and thus 
reflects the condition of contemporary queer subjectivity. Yet 
this risk offers its own liberation from the confines of strict 
delineation. 

QueerOS thereby embraces uncertainty. It welcomes crashes. 

Applications 
Applications are a matter of doing and practice. They are 
bundled bits of code, algorithms, and interfaces, bound by 
logics of interaction, decision, and executability. A typical 
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application serves to mobilize a computational device for a 
particular goal or result. Thus, there is a certain telos to the logic 
of the application, in that a particular application is used 
because one (already) knows that it will permit the achievement 
of a specific result be it aesthetic or technical. QueerOS 
approaches applications as a question of critical design, driven 
by three major concerns: 

1. The technical decisions made by humans that 
determine the functionality of an application, which are 
issues of standardization and delimitation 
2. The ways in which the application can be used 
3. The application's milieu, which includes how the 
application is acquired and circulated in particular 
sociopolitical contexts 

Yet, the dominance of today's search for Hthe killer appH is 
oriented only toward neoliberal convenience. Apps populate an 
ever-expanding global marketplace that promises to provide 
you with exactly what you want, when you want it-labor 
conditions be damned. Smartphone apps are perhaps the purest 
articulation of this impulse, offering services reliant on modes of 
exploitation . .3 Apps are now a default mode in which to create 
solutions to a proliferation of social and political Hproblems," 
from sex, food, and transport to weather, caloric intake, and 
banking. Evgeny Morozov has astutely diagnosed this turn as 
usolutionism,n a fundamental reliance on technologies and 
technological innovation to solve societal problems (Morozov). 
But killer apps give us solutions-the conveniences we never 
knew we wanted-by black-boxing not only their technics but 
also their politics. This is why certain explicitly political apps are 
banned from commercial circulation, such Drones+, an app that 
reported deaths from U.S. drone strikes, which Apple's App Store 
blocked in 2012. In short, today's apps emerge from an 
assemblage of technical, aesthetic, and social standards; that is, 
they are normalizations of contemporary digital culture. 

Applications in OueerOS are needed-even necessary 
-disidentifications with contemporary app culture. A OueerOS 
application is a political and subversive putting to use of the 
potentiality of the computer. QueerOS therefore proposes the 
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following conditions for apps that wish to be accepted into its 
operating system: 

1. Promiscuity: the ability to move and interact across 
platforms, devices, users, and geographical regions 
unrestricted. Promiscuity uconcerns new ideas and new 
ways of doing things .... Sexual adventurousness gives 
birth to other forms of adventurousness-political, 
cultural, inteUectuar (Dean, 5). QueerOS apps expand 
this sentiment to the technical. 
2. Process, not product: QueerOS apps are not black
boxed and they are not commodities; rather, they are 
collectively worked on, never in a state of completion. 
3. Failure: to be created without a telos of functionality. 
QueerOS apps refuse to operate through the governing 
norms and standards of neoliberal tech enterprises. 
4. Commons: contra the uapp store" ethos driven by 
finance and conservative social investments, QueerOS 
apps exist in a space of free exchange, sharing, and 
open development. 

Memory 
Memory is the mechanism by which the system can store data 
for later processing; it allows for a separation from the moment 
data is input into the system and the moment that it is later 
recalled and put to use. An archaeology of stored memory could 
be traced through a variety of media, but this mechanism of 
write-store-retrieve is precisely the hallmark of any processing 
system. It is this ability to regenerate data and information at a 
later time-the institution of a delay between writing and 
access-that signifies the capacity of a machine to operate as an 
operator. As Wendy Chun notes, the major characteristic of 
digital media is memory. "Its ontology is defined by memory, 
from content to purpose, from hardware to software, from CD
ROMS to memory sticks, from RAM to ROMN (Chun, 154). 

Memory is essential to the ability to operate a system beyond 
immediate calculation. It is memory that allows the user to build 
upon previous work, to continue the work done by a previous 
self, other selves, and future selves. Memory provides the 
continuity required to execute projects, but for QueerOS this 
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function is not in the strict service of executability. Rather. it is 
about making visible the moment of potentiality-that is, what 
could be the result of this executed code. what happens if it is 
changed, reordered, or transformed? QueerOS understands 
memory as a site or event of becoming, rather than a site of 
assured calculation and determinacy. Following Jose Esteban 
Munoz, QueerOS imagines memory as a site of utopian futurity 
where .. utopia is not about simply achieving happiness or 
freedom [but] is in fact a casting of a picture of potentiality and 
possibility" {25). For QueerOS, memory continually invokes 
these conditional outcomes, the "negation of the present in lieu 
of another time or place" as well as the .. projection forward .. of 
memory, which is neither a guaranteed promissory note nor a 
nostalgic retrospection. 

The construction of personal and cultural memory has been 
a crucial concern of both queer genealogy and queer identity. 
How does one remember the absence of users who are long 
gone? The memory of QueerOS accounts for the ways in which 
users may encounter data that has been previously inscribed, 
even if this data is illegible or corrupted. The way we remember 
might be understood as a political and social gesture of 
identifying fleshy avatars and incoherent identities in all of their 
outrageous acts of resistance and love, and bringing them 
together through a form of data visceralization (Dobson). That 
said, QueerOS also recognizes the right of the user to be 
forgotten, erased, or made otherwise unmemorable.1 

For QueerOS, memory is not merely processing previously 
inscribed data, nor relying exclusively on predictive systems that 
route processing through the user's habits and fantasies. Let the 
user be haunted by memory, whereby following Avery Gordon 
the process of haunting .. raises specters. and it alters the 
experience of being in time. the way we separate the past, 
present and the future" (xvi). In QueerOS, users are haunted by 
the specter of their own memory, of their own utopian 
possibilities, of their own input. of the input of other users. and 
of their own processing habits. When the history of the operator 
is the history of the operating system, and the system of 
processing itself is not naturalized, but changing and 
changeable. dialogic and referential, the outline of a QueerOS 
comes into view. 
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I/0 
To understand the input/output (I/0) features of QueerOS, one 
must ask, what is admitted and what is excluded from a concept 
such as OueerOS? What is included is a gesture toward 
queerness, queer embodiments, queer sexualities, and queer 
theory. One concern raised by OueerOS is that it may be a 
formation primarily grounded in queer theory, a body of theory 
that has proved to be incompatible in many ways with 
transgender hardware and software. While QueerOS is 
envisioned as a formation that includes transgender artwork 
and writing, the particular naming of this OS as II queer" may still 
reproduce a history of queer theory subsuming the experiences 
of transgender people, critiqued by many transgender theorists 
including Viviane Namaste, Eva Hayward, and Gayle Salamon. 
Namaste claims lithe presentation of transgendered issues 
within queer theory does not account for the quotidian living 
conditions of transgendered people" (16), and this continues in 
the writing of queer theorists such as Judith Butler and 
Elizabeth Grosz. Media theory enacts a similar erasure, such as 
when Lisa Nakamura, in her book Cybertypes, groups together 
~~online avatars, cosmetic and transgender surgeries and body 
modifications," claiming Hthis kind of technology's greatest 
promise to us is to eradicate otherness-a kind of better living 
through chemistry" (4). This claim denies the agency of 
transgender people to make their own medical decisions, 
claiming that their decisions are part of a process of eradicating 
gendered otherness, in a sense, claiming that transgender 
people are no longer trans after surgery, or they are eradicating 
themselves through surgery. Without specifically stating support 
for the agency of trans people, it is possible for media theory to 
erase the life and agency of trans people in the same way that 
queer theorists have. QueerOS has the potential to change this 
course. 

OueerOS is an operating system that is compatible with a 
broad range of existing devices, an I/0 capability to receive and 
send data to and from outside of the confines of academic 
discourse. To support this kind of data I/0, bringing data in from 
110Ur realities,H QueerOS can be extended to reflect the ontologies 
of contemporary social formations such as queer and trans 
people of color, or QTPOC. Therefore, much like GNU/Linux 
was derived from Unix, we might branch the code of OueerOS 
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and create a QTOS, or even a TQOS, as some activists have 
begun to reverse the linguistic placement of the queer and trans 
identities in order to emphasize the higher incidences of 
violence against trans people today, where many cisgender 
queer people have gained legal rights that provide degrees of 
safety and stability (StaUman).5 

If the primary function of an operating system is to manage 
resources such as hardware, software, memory, and 
applications, then the choice of metaphors for an operating 
system that would organize social formations is an incredibly 
delicate choice to make. Emerging formations such as QueerOS 
must not reproduce the mistakes of former social movements, 
such as feminism, which sought to include women of color and 
transgender people only after causing decades of harm to those 
groups. As such, this new OS must not place transgender lives 
in a subsumed position to queer people's lives, or leave them as 
a kind of hardware to be added to the I/0 stack in version 2.0. 

Warning 
Execution of this operating system is only possible if one takes 
into account the context in which a machine is situated: the 
resources available to it, the libraries it has access to, the support 
environment that allows for its manipulation, the compiler that 
translates from human to machine, the interpreter that performs 
the actions of code. In outlining those parts that constitute a 
QueerOS this User's Manual offers just such a context, a 
topology of components that when arranged together create the 
possibility for the QueerOS to run, perform, glitch, crash, and 
reboot. This iterative failure offers no permanent solutions, only 
tactical interventions that strive toward a future, becoming a 
utility that assumes its own obsolescence but which may be 
refigured, rearranged, and executed once again. 

Notes 

1. We acknowledge that some of these features do not exist as part of 
present-day operating systems or terms of service. Nonetheless these 
concepts are repurposed here with performative and disruptive intent. 

2. We draw here on Elizabeth Povinelli's work in The Empire of Love, in 
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which she describes the infectious intimacy of the Emiyenggal-speaking 
indigenous people of northwestern Australia, whose social and familial 
relations are built on genealogies of contact and infection. 

~ For example, while Seamless and Uber provide food delivery and 
transportation, respectively, in major urban areas, they do so through 
economic inequality. Alternately, Grinder, a popular gay hook-up app, 
delivers a buffet -like selection of bodies to select for sex but also fosters 
racial and sexual discrimination. 

4. We refer here to the growing interest, particularly in Europe, in laws 
that allow for the right to be forgotten by technology. An example is 
European Union's "Right to be ForgottenN Ruling (C-131/12), May 13, 2014. 
http: /lee .europa.eu/justice/data-protection/files/factsheets 
/factsheet data protection en pdf . 

.5... A QTPOCOS may be another important branching of the code, but as 
QueerOS has already been defined to consider race as a central 
organizing principle, a shorter acronym seems acceptable. While gender 
is also addressed as central, gender can still be read to elide or erase 
people who are transgender without more specific effort being made. 
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The Land Before Binary

In the early days of computing, 1 + 1 didn’t always equal 10

In the summer of 2016, USDS assigned me to the IRS to work on a

project called Online Accounts. When on assignment I tend to wander,

because helping out big complex software projects rarely involves

simple straight forward advice or solutions. You have to figure that

before you showed up the agency has probably been through many

rounds of expensive consultants, working groups, maybe even a few

research and development centers. If getting things on the right track

was a matter of saying “go to the cloud”, someone else would have

charged the government at least $350K to hear them say it.

Fortunately, bureaucracies are slow so there is always plenty of time to

explore what else is going on around a project and from that garner

insight into why the problems directly relevant to your mission have

become so intractable … and hopefully learn to solve them.

The IRS has a lot of mainframes. And as millions of Americans recently

found out, many of them are quite old. So as I wandered about meeting

different types of engineers and chatting about their day-to-day

blockers I started to learn much more about how these machines

worked. It was a fascinating rabbit hole that exposed me to things like

“decimal machines” and “2 out of 5 code”. It revealed something to me

that I had not ever considered:

Computers did not always use binary code.

Computers did not always use base 2. Computers did not always

operate on just an on/off value. There were other things, di�erent
things that were tried and eventually abandoned. Some of them

predating the advent of electronics itself.

Here’s a little taste of some of those systems
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In West World the computers used
balanced ternary arithmetic and — uh — 
were also made of wood
When you’re asking the question “why binary?” it’s useful to consider

the humble logic gate. As a basic component of a circuit, logic gates

take boolean expressions that should be familiar to all programmers

(AND, OR, NOT…) and gives them physical form. A calculation can be

thought of as a chain reaction, one logic gate feeding into another logic

gate until pulses of voltage represented by 1s and 0s are rearranged

into an end state. (For a detailed primer on logic gates check out Brian

Jenkins’s post on the basics of logic gates)

But what if there was a third state? 0 for off, 1 for on, 2 for … really

really on? This is technically possible but difficult to implement. We

often talk about binary being off/on, but in reality “off” and “on”

represent a range of acceptable values on either side. Creating a stable

and predictable third state is difficult. In the Soviet Union one

approach to this problem was to use two vacuum tubes to represent

three distinct states (00, 01, 11), but otherwise a wide variety of factors

might cause the voltage to creep up or down that off/on range

throughout the life of the electronics.

But what if you’re not using voltage? What if you use a medium where

the distinction between states are more strictly drawn. Like, for

example, if you build your logic gates out of wooden rods.

The ternary calculating machine of Thomas Fowler is one such

machine. Build in 1840, six feet wide by three feet deep and one foot

high, it did multiplication and division problems with a series of rods

set on a raised platform. They could either slide directly into the middle

(0 value), overhang on one side (+1) or overhang on the other side

(-1). Representing three distinct states the machine could clearly

identify and manipulate.

https://medium.com/@CircuitCrush
https://medium.com/@CircuitCrush/a-tutorial-on-the-basics-of-logic-gates-e9a73bde0022
https://dev.to/buntine/the-balanced-ternary-machines-of-soviet-russia


It’s called balanced ternary. So how does it work? If we think about the

conventional binary we all know, each bit represents an increment of

base 2 and you get the value by adding up all the on bits. (FYI I’m going

to reverse the conventional order so that the 2⁰ is the left most

throughout this post) For example:

With ternary you do the same thing, except you subtract negative

values and add positive ones. Like so:

Thomas Fowler's ternary calculating machiThomas Fowler's ternary calculating machi……

Demonstration of the Fowler machine

binary representation of the number 11

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uTo1M_ClN74
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCmuRS02VWwRBpneVinxO3fw


The first bit is 3⁰ which is 1, 3¹ equals 3, 3² is 3*3 which equals 9. So 11

is 9+3–1. You may notice that ternary can represent this number with

fewer bits than binary. You may also notice that with a -1 value on the

table, you eliminate the need for a separate sign bit to determine

whether a number is positive or negative.

Once you think about including a third state into the mix there are

actually a couple of different ways of doing ternary. In addition to

{-1,0,1} you could also do {0,1,2} (unbalance ternary) at which point

the number 11 would be 2-0-1 (1+1+9). Or you might prefer fractions

{0, 1/2, 1}

Addition works basically the same way it does in binary: you have a

truth table spelling out which combinations of -1, 0, 1 lead to what

output and a carry table. The main advantage is you’re using

exponentially fewer bits the higher the numbers go and therefore the

process is more efficient and uses less electricity. Subtraction on the

other hand just means NOTing one number and doing addition instead,

so much nicer than binary. Multiplication and division are easier

mainly because you have fewer bits for each number and therefore

fewer steps.

Ternary circuits build on these concepts and interesting in their own

right. R. X. Seger did a series of technical posts about building ternary

logic gates if you’re interested in more detail.

Todo List: 1) fight Nazis, 2) Build
negabinary machine
When the Nazis invaded Poland in 1939 they shut down all the

universities, including Poland’s version of MIT, Warsaw University of

Technology.

balanced ternary representation of number 11

https://medium.com/@rxseger
https://medium.com/@rxseger/exploring-ternary-logic-building-a-simple-ternary-inverter-using-complementary-mosfets-c997f2f87c4d


Jan Czochralski, whose research on monocrystals made silicon chips

possible decades later, convinced the Nazis to let parts of the school

reopen under the understanding that they would help the war effort.

So by day they worked on maintenance and repair for the German army

and by night they manufactured pistols and grenades for the resistance.

Czochralski’s team iterated on the weapons used by the Polish Home

Army, particularly their explosives. At the same time a different group

of professors analyzed the vulnerabilities of radio and steering devices

in German V-2 rockets and delivered that information to the resistance.

Meanwhile much of the university that was not seen as useful to the

war effort was still operating underground. Thousands of students took

clandestine courses, close to 200 earning engineering degrees during

the war years. Twenty PhD candidates wrote and subsequently

defended their theses.

After the war, resistance fighters started enrolling in the newly

reopened university as students. Jacek Karpiński nearly blew himself

up building homemade bombs for the resistance, got shot in the spine

during the Warsaw Upraising, then went on to build the world’s first PC

(K-202) in 1970 … five years before the MITS Altair 8800. It would

take decades for the industry to match its memory capacity and

performance.

Leon Łukaszewicz served in the Home Army as a sniper and went on to

design several computers that were cutting edge for the time: the ARR,

the XYZ, the ZAM-2. He also organized and mentored a team of blind

programmers.

Andrew (Andrzej) Targowski survived a German firing squad and

crawled out from a pile of dead bodies at the age of seven, then as an

adult came up with the concept of the INFOSTRADA (a project the

Soviets quickly killed) which eventually became Al Gore’s internet.

From within this mix saw the development of the BINEG, a binary

negative computer.

In negabinary the base is negative. So instead of 2⁰, 2¹, 2² … it is -2⁰,

-2¹, -2². If you’re quick you might have already figured out the strange

impact this has on our bits: multiplying a negative by a negative

produces a positive. Therefore even other bit in negabinary is positive.

https://culture.pl/en/article/nazi-collaborator-or-resistance-fighter-the-extraordinary-story-behind-the-man-at-the-core-of-the
https://www.warhistoryonline.com/world-war-ii/4-improvised-weapons-used-warsaw-uprising.html
https://culture.pl/en/article/jacek-karpinski-the-computer-genius-the-communists-couldnt-stand


Like ternary, negabinary makes negative numbers easier to handle

because you do not need a sign bit. Unlike ternary you end up using

more bits in general and even more than you would use in plain

ordinary binary. It’s not really a surprise why this one did not catch on.

Incidentally, if you’re interested in early computers from other

countries Nick Doiron has compiled a pretty comprehensive list here.

2 out of 3 is not just for rock-paper-scissor
Enough of fiddling with different base options! Let’s talk about

machines that used base 2 but interpreted it a completely different way

than a modern machine would.

I mentioned at the top of this post that my introduction to the land

before binary started with an old mainframe at the IRS and something

called “2 out of 5 code”.

Also called constant weight code, m out of n code works the way the

name suggests. A word must have exactly m bits set to 1 and the rest set

to 0. Although this might seem like a strange idea, in the context of

super old mainframes and big, unreliable data stores it makes a lot of

sense. By requiring an m number of bits to be set to 1 you have built in

error checking. The machine would have to accidentally change

multiple bits at once in a very specific way in order for data corruption

to go unnoticed.

Constant weight code can technically be used on any base numeric

system, but 2 out of 5 code was especially popular for decimal

machines (base 10). Now you’re probably thinking that if base 3

needed three possible states and that was too difficult, than how did

decimal machines get ten possible states out of those same parts?

Jesus Christ, what? 11 in negabinary

https://medium.com/@mapmeld
https://medium.com/@mapmeld/first-computer-by-country-81fa47963234


The answer is they didn’t. Instead the architects of these machines

found various ways to encode base 10 with hardware that was binary

in nature. Not surprising, this is called binary-coded decimal or BCD.

What’s tricky about the combination of binary-coded decimal and 2 out

of 5 code is that you can’t actually represent all numbers from 0–9 in

binary with only two bits on. The number 0 in traditional binary has no

bits on, for example. The number 7 is 2⁰+2¹+2² (or 1+2+4), that’s

three bits on. So to make it work you have to fiddle with what each bit

represents (their weight). Because there are different ways of doing

that, there are different flavors of 2 out of 5 code. Some of them assign

the values 0, 1, 2, 3, 6 to the five bits, which can produce the numbers

1–9 very sensibly with two bits and only needs something weird for 0:

01100.

Other variations of 2 out of 5 code are more familiar because they are

used in bar codes. POSTNET (the old barcode system the Post Office

used to route mail up until a few years ago) uses the sequence 0, 1 , 2,

4, 7. This offers a more elegant solution to the problem of representing

0 with two bits: 00011 (4+7) would add up to 11 otherwise.

If you’re up for exploring more hijinx caused by binary coded decimal,

Daniel Treccia has a great post on Y2k, Bitcoin hashes and BCD -vs-

HEX.

I’m not straight; I’m Bi-quinary.
1953 was the beginning of mass produced computers with the launch

of IBM’s 650. It was a bi-quinary decimal based machine, which means

its words represented numbers 0–9 like decimal but the bits making up

the word were split into two groups.

The first group had two bits, one representing the number 0 and the

other representing the number 5.

The second group had five bits representing the numbers 0–4.

The value of a word in bi-quinary is calculated by adding which ever bit

is on in the first part (0 or 5) to whichever bit is on in the second part.

As a result you get 0:0, 0:1, 0:2, 0:3, 0:4, 5:0, 5:1, 5:2, 5:3, 5:4. Like 2

out of 5 code it error checks automatically by requiring two bits to be

on for all legal values.

https://medium.com/@danieltreccia
https://medium.com/@danieltreccia/y2k-is-the-root-cause-of-bitcoin-to-prepare-for-y2k38-by-providing-solutions-f67c3778918c


If you don’t care so much about error checking you can ditch the

second bit on the bi side of bi-quinary. Remington’s UNIVAC 60 and

UNIVAC 120 did just that, and also changed the weights on the other

side in such a way that the bi side bit being on meant either +1 or +9

depending on context.

This all seems bananas until you understand what using these

machines was like.

First you punched your FORTRAN program on a key punch machine, along

with any data and control cards. But since the 650 had no disk, the

FORTRAN compiler was not resident. So to compile your program, you fed

the FORTRAN compiler deck into the card reader, followed by your

FORTRAN source program as data. After some time, the machine would

punch the resulting object deck. Then you fed the FORTRAN run-time

library object deck and your program’s object deck into the card reader,

followed by any data cards for your program. Your program would run

and results would be punched onto yet another deck of cards. To see the

results, you would feed the result deck into another machine, such as an

IBM 407, to have it printed on paper (if the computer itself had no printer,

as original 650s did not). Source

Mainframes of this era did not have displays. Their interfaces consisted

of knobs, buttons and lights. Bi-quinary didn’t just provide machine

error checking, a user could look at the panel and know exactly what

data was in any part of the machine at any one time. Take a look:

The console of the 650

http://www.columbia.edu/cu/computinghistory/026.html
http://www.columbia.edu/cu/computinghistory/407.html
http://www.columbia.edu/cu/computinghistory/650.html


So while 2 out of 5 code and bi-quinary can both do error checking, it is

easier to look at a bi-quinary number and understand what its meaning

is in decimal. The experience ends up being a little more user friendly.



A Queer History of
Computing

By Jacob Gaboury
Feb 19, 2013

This is the first post in a series on the queer history of computing, as traced through the
lives of five foundational figures. It is both an attempt to make visible those parts of a
history that are often neglected, erased, or forgotten, and an effort to question the
assumption that the technical and the sexual are so easily divided.

 

Alan Turing, Letter to Dr. N. A. Routledge, AMT/D/14A Turing Archive

There are many ways of telling the history of universal computation, and many origins of
the technologies we now consider computational machines. A longer history might begin
with Gottfried Leibnitz and Isaac Newton's simultaneous development of modern
calculus and the dream of a universal artificial mathematical language. Alternately, we
might look to the history of calculating machines, beginning with Charles Babbage's
Difference Engine or Herman Hollerith's Electric Sorting and Tabulating Machine.

Most every history would certainly include the contributions of Alan Turing, an English
mathematician who is considered by many to be the father of computer science. In his
relatively short career Turing formalized such concepts as "algorithm" and "computation,"
he helped crack the Nazi Enigma Machine during the Second World War, was a pioneer
in the field of artificial intelligence, and developed early research on such concepts
as neural nets, morphogenesis, and mathematical biology. Turing was also an openly

http://rhizome.org/profile/gaboury/
http://www.turingarchive.org/viewer/?id=167&title=1a
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Enigma_machine
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Neural_network
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Morphogenesis
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mathematical_and_theoretical_biology


gay man who, in January of 1952 was convicted of Gross Indecency by the British
government under the 1885 Labouchere Amendment, made to undergo chemical
castration, and ultimately committed suicide in June of 1954.[i] The subject of numerous
books, films, and works of art, Turing is perhaps the most widely recognized computer
scientist in the field's short history. He is also the most recognizable queer figure in this
history. As such, it is necessary to begin with Turing, not simply for the visibility of his
difference, but for the fundamental role he played in defining the limits of computation,
and the possibility to look beyond those limits in identifying a queer history of computing.

Homosexuality was by no means unheard of in England at the start of the 20  century,
and by some accounts it seems to have been common practice among many college-
aged students in elite universities such as Cambridge, which did not admit women until
1948.[ii] Still, homosexual activity had been explicitly illegal since the end of the 19
century, when it was famously used in a pair of legal cases against Oscar Wilde
beginning in 1885, leading to his imprisonment and eventual exile in 1897.[iii] Given this
legal status, what is most striking about Turing is how open he was with his sexuality,
which seems to have been common knowledge among friends and colleagues. As
Elizabeth Wilson notes in Affect and Artificial Intelligence, Turing's relationship to his
sexuality seems to be less one of repression and shame, and more a kind of naïve
amusement. If this attitude was not shared by others at the time, it was at the very least
tolerated among Turing's friends and associates.

Donald Michie, one of Turing's wartime colleagues at Bletchley Park,[iv] recalls that
"Bletchley had some flamboyant homosexuals,"[v] and that, despite the assumption that
homosexuality would be considered a national security risk due to blackmail and other
threats, it does not seem to have impeded Turing's work for the government, at least not
during the war. For many in those days, homosexuality was an open secret, if it was kept
secret at all.”[vi] But while Turing's sexuality is not in dispute, the effect it may have had
on his life and work is much more speculative.

Alan Turing and Christopher Morcom, 1928

th

th
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Turing's earliest and strongest romantic interest was with a young man he met at school
named Christopher Morcom.[vii] Morcom, like Turing, was an aspiring scientist and
mathematician, and Turing viewed him as both a peer and an inspiration, and as
someone with whom he might share a budding enthusiasm for the technical world. While
any romantic feelings Turing may have felt appear to have been unrequited, the two
developed a powerful friendship. On February 7, 1930, two years after meeting Turing at
University, Morcom fell ill with bovine tuberculosis, and passed away six days later on
Feb 13. On the night of February 7, Turing recalls having a premonition of Morcom's
death, at the very instant that he was taken ill and felt that this was something beyond
what science could explain.[viii]

The death of Morcom would have a profound effect on Turing, particularly in shaping his
views on religion, mortality, and the materiality of the soul. Turing had been a harsh critic
of determinism, and with the death of Morcom he hoped to find a way to account for
concepts such as free will and the spirit in a grounded, material way. It is this
philosophical disjuncture that would lead Turing to theorize the limits of procedural
knowledge, a concept that is central to his definition of computation in On Computable
Numbers. To suggest that it was his unrequited love for a young man that inspired Turing
to engage the questions that would establish a definition of computation would be facile,
but to ignore the significance of these details parses what is technologically significant in
such a way so as to exclude the personal, the emotional, and the sexual.

Surprisingly, there are few serious treatments of Turing as a queer figure,[ix] perhaps
due to the difficulty in applying anachronistic language to historical figures such as
Turing, or because in many ways Turing's work does not immediately lend itself to a
radical queering. While we might argue that computers have come to play an important
role in the formation, organization, and articulation of modern queer identity, this may
have less to do with some aspect of computation that is inherently queer, and more to do
with the broad indifference of these technologies toward such distinctions and the ease
with which they facilitate contact and produce community.

Still, it is significant that one of the foundational figures in the modern history of
computing was an openly gay man. We know more about the details of Turing's private
life than any other figure in this history, due no doubt to his exceptional significance as
both a scientist and a homosexual, categories that we cannot easily separate.

 

Turing's biography is no doubt familiar to many, particularly in the year following
innumerable events celebrating the centenary of his birth, and a very public campaign for
a posthumous apology for Turing's treatment by the British government following his
arrest. Perhaps less familiar, though, is the genealogy of influence that radiates out from



Turing, and which includes several foundational figures in the history of computing, all of
whom were queer men.[x] These men were friends and acquaintances, mentors and
colleagues, each driven by a passion for mathematics and the emerging field of
computer science. As I will show, it is unclear what knowledge, if any, each had of the
other's sexuality, or what effect such knowledge may have had on their relationships both
professional and personal. Nonetheless, it is significant that such a connection exists,
and in this connection lies the beginnings of a speculative history of queer computing,
beginning at the very origins of computation itself.

Still, this connection is in part a fabrication, an attempt to make narrative that which
largely escapes history. For most historians of technology, questions of sexuality are
irrelevant to the technical achievements of an individual, and while queer historical work
exists for significant literary and cultural figures, very little work has been done on queer
figures in the history of technology. This may be due to the guarded lives these men led,
and an almost total lack of personal biographical information available in existing
historical accounts. Even the archives of these figures are in many cases lacking, as
material relevant to the personal lives of these men is often excluded or withheld.

This division between the personal and technical is significant, and with few exceptions
these men seem to have internalized this distinction, living lives that moved between
worlds both public and private. These men lived in times radically different than our own,
times in which the contexts and dispositions surrounding homosexuality were undergoing
dramatic transformation. Just as computers evolve over the course of the twentieth
century from simple tabulating machines to complex, interactive, expressive systems,
homosexuality is also transformed and recoded, burdened with visibility and identity.

What then is the significance of the sexuality of these men? Why should we insist that
they be remembered not only for their technical achievements, but as part of a broader
queer genealogy? In part we may hope that, by incorporating them into the history of
queer struggles for recognition and visibility, we recuperate and validate a part of their
lives that was deliberately hidden. As historian Heather Love suggests, "by including
queer figures from the past in a positive genealogy of gay identity, we make good on
their suffering, transforming their shame into pride after the fact."[xi] Yet in doing so, Love
argues, we erase the negative dimension that profoundly affects queer historical
subjects. Theirs is not necessarily a history of pride and redemption; often it is a history
of shame and even death. Rather than ignore this contradiction, my hope is to
foreground it. It is in the disjunction between the professional and personal lives of these
men, in the apparent incompatibility of sexuality and computation that I hope to develop
a queer capacity within the history of computing.

http://www.english.upenn.edu/People/HeatherKLove


Over the coming weeks I will be constructing a queer history as told through the figures
of five men, each of whom is connected by a thread that runs from the early philosophy
of mathematics, through the foundation of the Gay Liberation Front, and to contemporary
debates over the life and legacy of Alan Turing. However the goal of this project is not
biographical; it is not my hope to simply identify existing queer figures in the history of
computing as an inclusive gesture, as a way of queering history by simply demonstrating
that, as in all parts of life, queer people were there. Instead I hope to suggest that
queerness is itself inherent within computational logic, and that this queerness becomes
visible when we investigate those cleavages that partition the lives of these men into
distinct technical and sexual spheres of existence. Ultimately I hope to show that there
exists a structuring logic to computational systems that, while nearly totalizing, does not
account for all forms of knowledge, and which excludes certain acts, behaviors, and
modes of being. By situating this work historically, we can address computation from
those early moments of experimentation and emergence before the field crystallizes into
a discipline and an ideology. In doing so we discover a kind of liminal technical space of
something not yet actualized. Finally it is my hope that through this history we can
disturb the archive and begin to draw new connections between the personal and the
technical. While it may not be possible to argue that the queerness of these men and of
this history is what shapes present day computing technology, in establishing an existing
queer history of computing we might critique the tendency to rend the one from the other.

Next segment: Part 2

[i] This is not to suggest that Turing's conviction was directly responsible for his suicide.
In fact it is not entirely clear that his death was a suicide at all. While the hormone
treatments he was made to undergo may seem horrific, Turing seemed to take a
lighthearted approach to his predicament. While his death by cyanide poisoning –
presumably from an apple found on his bedside table – was ruled a suicide, his mother
insisted it was a simple mishandling of laboratory chemicals.

[ii] The homosocial environment of British University life is documented in numerous
fictional texts of the time, several of which were written by authors of the Bloomsbury
group such as E. M. Forster and Lytton Strachey. Perhaps most notable among these is
E. M. Forster's Maurice, a love story of two men written between 1912-13 but published
posthumously in 1971. Other more contemporary examples include Julian Mitchell's play
Another Country (1983), later adapted into a feature length film (1984).

[iii] Sex between men had been illegal in England since as early as the Buggery Act of
1533, but the Labouchere Amendment made all forms of homosexual contact between
men a punishable offense.

[iv] Bletchley Park was the estate that housed the National Codes Centre during World
War II, and was the site at which the British broke the Nazi Enigma Code with the help of
Turing.

[v] He continues, "The most flamboyant case was Angus Wilson – he later became a
very successful novelist – and he had a boyfriend called Beverly. Angus was about that
high [indicating small] with flowing yellow hair (l remember it went white later) and
Beverly (I forget his second name) was very 'weed-like': very tall. They could be seen
shambling along the horizon, a daily sight, as they look their walk around lawns alter

http://rhizome.org/editorial/2013/mar/19/queer-computing-2/


lunch." Quoted in: Lee, John A. N. and Golde Holtzman, "50 Years After Breaking the
Codes: interviews with Two of the Bletchley Park Scientists" IEEE Annals of the History
of Computing, Spring 1995, Vol. 17 No. 1, p. 38.

[vi] It seems important to note that, as with much of British society at the time, there is a
very particular class dynamic at work here, in which the upper class is often given more
leeway with the law and among their peers. Of course this kind of homosexual behavior
was not particular to the upper classes, and in fact homosexuality often facilitated a form
of cross-class sexual contact.

[vii] Hodges, Andrew. Alan Turing: The Enigma. London: Random House Publishing
(1992) p. 35.

[viii] Hodges. Ibid. p. 45.

[ix] This is not to suggest that Turing's sexuality is not widely acknowledged and
discussed. Andrew Hodges – Turing's biographer, archivist, and a renowned
mathematician himself – deals with Turing's sexuality explicitly in his writing, going so far
as to speculate on the ways in which it may have motivated his personal and
professional life. Elizabeth Wilson also deals with Turing's queerness in Affect and
Artificial Intelligence (2010), though it is through the lens of affect theory and in regards
to Turing's contributions to the field of AI. Turing is dealt with most explicitly as a queer
subject in Jeremy Douglass' Machine Writing and the Turing Test which explores the
implications of the Turing test in terms of gender "passing."

[x] Many queer women also make up the history of computing, though they are not
connected directly to Turing through this particular genealogy. Lynn Conway is one such
figure, who was an early pioneer in the American computing industry, studying at MIT in
the 1950s and working for IBM in the 1960s. She would go on to make fundamental
contributions to the revolution in Very Large Scale Integration (VLSI) design in the 1980s,
and in 1999 would become an activist for transgender rights and visibility.

[xi] Love, Heather. Feeling Backward: Loss and the Politics of Queer History. Cambridge,
MA: Harvard University Press (2009) p. 32.
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abstract
Scholarship in the history of computer programming has demonstrated how the 
contributions of engineers have been erased due to gendered assumptions of labor 
and science. I argue that such erasure parallels a gendered epistemology of mastery 
embedded in computer programming itself. Towards this, I extrapolate and refine 
the concept of “computational performativity,” drawing from media theorists 
Katherine Hayles and Wendy Chun, to put forth a gender performativity of code. 
Looking at two queer code art objects— Zach Blas’s transCoder and Julie Levin 
Russo’s Slash Goggles— as well as production code in the C programming language, 
I argue for a critical move away from representation as the seat of meaning in code, 
and towards a performative understanding of gendered code through “contexts of 
complexity.” Focusing on complexity and interrelationships allows scholars to read 
code as gendered, and to furthermore leverage such reading to propose and enact 
queer “failures” in code as rhetorical critiques of software.

) ) )  Introduction

Digital media is not gender neutral. Although theorists in feminist technol-
ogy and queer studies have illuminated the social construction of technological 
objects, many arenas of software development still posit a gender- blind meritoc-
racy of progress and achievement. The historical and epistemological assumptions  
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of the field contradict such utopian visions. As Wendy Chun writes, the original 
computers were in fact women, literally computing problems given to them by 
(typically male) mathematicians and scientists, plugging away on 1940s state- of- the- 
art military- grade hardware.1 This man- woman- machine relationship is the pre-
cursor to the development of software, and as women were marginalized from 
the burgeoning field of “programming,” so too was digital media bracketed as 
prior to or outside gender, effectively moving it from the clerical realm of hard-
ware manipulation into the creative and intellectual realm of computer science.2 
Because women, in many ways, were software before there was software, scholars 
can see digital media as an inherently gendered entity and develop methods to 
study technology as a productive and performative aspect of cultural episte-
mologies. Not only does code represent the instructions that eventually come 
together to form software, but it also expresses a set of knowledge- producing 
practices that join programmers and users through a plethora of technological 
enterprises.

In this article, I argue that one such epistemology, that of “mastery,” exem-
plifies the performative and gendered nature of software and code practices. I 
situate programming as a profession of software production, the result of perfor-
mative norms of humanistic mastery of discourse and technology. Towards this, 
I extrapolate and refine the concept of “computational performativity,” drawing 
from media theorists Katherine Hayles and Wendy Chun, to put forth that 
computational performativity is gender performativity. Rather than see code as 
a representation of meaning through the interpretation of texts or processes, I 
utilize several code artifacts to show that software is more accurately examined as 
an ecology of development practices that structure how certain norms circulate 
through software. These practices can be traced through the distinction between 
code as a text (source code, algorithms) and code as software— as made from 
the relationships of multiple, often hidden processes. Inspired by Judith But-
ler’s assertion that “the linguistic domain over which the subject has no control 
becomes the condition of possibility for whatever domain of control is exercised 
by the speaking subject,” I trace how computational performativity functions as 
a technological production of structural masculinity through software.3 Moving 
away from representation as the seat of meaning in code, I see the reading of 
code as a formal tool to discuss how gender works through what I call “contexts 
of complexity.” Complexity, in software engineering, is a constant problem and 
mechanism that requires that programmers strategically hide complexity to pro-
duce further, complex software. To read a piece of code as hidden and hiding, 
always embedded in contexts beyond its immediate application, is essential to 
understanding how assumptions of discourse propagate through that hiding and 
production.
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To illustrate my vision of computational performativity, I examine two 
related digital artifacts: Julie Levin Russo’s gender- challenging Battlestar Galac-
tica fan fiction Slash Goggles and Zach Blas’s digital queer art project transCoder. 
A fictional “pseudocode,” Slash Goggles is an algorithm meant to bring together 
elements of computation, fiction, and gender critique. Slash Goggles mobilizes 
computer programming structures and technical communication to present a 
theoretical piece of software that operationalizes sexual identification through 
characters in the show. The programming syntax used as the fictional “language” 
of Slash Goggles is obtained from transCoder, a digital art project that synthesizes 
software development techniques and queer gender theory from thinkers such as 
Butler, Luce Irigaray, Michel Foucault, and Donna Haraway. Using transCoder 
as a template for Slash Goggles, Russo develops her project within a set of com-
putational norms and fictional contexts of complexity that perform traditional 
software engineering practices. As a consequence, Slash Goggles implicates her 
critique and her fan fiction within a larger critique of digital circulation and 
sexual identity.

The move from a template library of code in transCoder to a realized proce-
dural critique in Slash Goggles demonstrates the performative move of software 
in iterating social and computational norms, and the potential for gender norms 
to likewise iterate through digital media. In making this argument, I proceed in 
three parts. First, I define the concept of computational performativity through 
transCoder and Slash Goggles. I show that the former structures the latter through 
what Hayles describes as the work of “revealing and concealing” in software, or 
the ways in which the “‘brute’ lower levels” of computation are concealed to 
engender higher- level order through a mechanism of “abstraction.”4 Second, I 
describe how the relationship between abstraction and complexity in code is a 
performative aspect of the circulation of a historically masculinized epistemol-
ogy of mastery, in which the subject position articulated by programming as a 
practice rests on assumptions of expertise, individuality, and command. Third, 
I demonstrate how their queer critiques of code open the way for a rhetorical 
approach of computational performativity by way of the discursive potential of 
what J. Jack Halberstam defines as “queer failure” in code. Abstraction as perfor-
mativity and queer failure allow us to recognize code as a product and produc-
tion of a masculine epistemology, to critique that epistemology, and recognize 
the productive aspects of that epistemology.
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) ) )  Computational Performativity and Contexts of 
Complexity

Describing code as “performative” inevitably asks that we think of code as a kind 
of language, which for some is a contentious analogy to make. Because code is 
not “natural” (i.e., human) language, some overwhelmingly see that it is imme-
diately constrained by its determined, machinic limitations as compared to natu-
ral language. Hayles argues that we cannot describe code in the same way as a 
natural language because code has a more rigorously defined referent in the form 
of hardware and execution structures, of esoteric commands, binary digits, code 
libraries, and electrical pulses— referents that have no antecedents in natural 
language.5 For Hayles, the “effects” produced by computer code invoke, through 
the execution of code as part of software, an unintelligible interlocutor in the 
form of the machine. Perhaps because of this, scholars often productively turn to 
the ways in which code acts as a form of writing grounded in recognizable writ-
ing practices. Robert Cummings, for example, argues that the purposing of code 
as a text allows us to better understand how we write for human audiences, that 
there is a communicative relationship between machine structures and human 
writing. The machinic elements of this equation (the programming language, 
the software) are— even though they structure the entire activity— peripheral 
to the actual activity of writing the code (which, ideally, adheres to relatively 
understandable paradigms of rhetoric, composition, and pedagogy).6 Likewise, 
code studies scholar Mark Marino suggests that we can “read” code (or pseudo-
code) like a poem, “a text, a sign system with its own rhetoric, as verbal commu-
nication that possesses significance in excess of its functional” utility.7 This can 
be a strict representational look at the code (what does it say), or, as Ian Bogost 
or Kevin Brock suggest, we can look at the rhetoric of an algorithm through the 
procedure outlined by the code or expressed by the software (what does it do, 
or what does it ask the user to do).8 Textual and procedural analyses therefore 
situate procedure, algorithm, or code qua text as writing, distinct from other 
labor practices in software engineering involved with creation of hardware or 
software. Writing would no doubt be part of such professional practices, and 
perhaps even more noticeably so when focusing on individuals writing code, but 
there is always some line of intelligibility that comes with describing software or 
computation itself as rhetorical.

Coding as a practice does not necessarily map onto a human- centric practice 
of writing, primarily because the responsibility of its interpretation also includes 
a machine: the computer. We cannot reduce code to textual interpretation, 
which in and of itself is not a world- shaking proposition considering that many 
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might argue we cannot reduce text to some paradigm of textual interpreta-
tion. However, it does suggest that, like language, we can also consider code 
as something beyond its representational force or content, whether consid-
ered through its text or its procedure. That is, how can we think of what code 
“does” as an object with a history, emerging from cultural contexts that rely 
just as much on software engineering techniques as they do cultural inter-
pretation? I suggest that code is performative in the sense that I read code 
less for how it affects an audience, and more about what Butler describes as 
“the reiterative and citational practices by which discourse produces the effect 
that it names.”9 Following this, reading a piece of code as a text implicates 
more than the rhetorical force of the code itself, but the technocultural net-
works of code libraries and engineering practices that produces the potential 
meanings already situated in cultural categories of race, class, gender, and  
nationality.

Software is not “an algorithm” or code, but a network of code libraries 
producing contexts of complexity for execution that cannot be limited by an 
“audience– interlocutor” model, nor reduced to a mediation within such a model. 
In the examples of Slash Goggles and transCoder, computational performativity 
is demonstrated through the artwork of queer digital activists’ representations of 
code and software, and an investigation shows how computational performativ-
ity can produce gendered effects. Because Hayles qualifies the notion that code 
is a language by implicating the computer itself as an audience, she qualifies 
code as a mediation of intention and logic between humans and machines. She 
accordingly resists a Derridean notion of language’s infinite citationality and 
iterability— because code is tied to a knowable context (that of execution, of the 
machine), at some point “signifiers must point to signifieds,” and commands 
must work within a tight constraint of “correctness” to execute.10 Derrida’s 
description of language as always a citation of previous utterances— utterances 
that iterate outside of the presences of their author— ends logically at the arti-
fice of hardware. Therefore, the writing of code is not directly connected to 
the execution of that code through that act of writing: there are intermediary 
steps during the computational process that programmers and writers do not 
engage, which seemingly ends the endless play of signification present in natural 
language.

Within this discussion of code and execution, note that when Cummings, 
Marino, and Hayles refer to “code,” they mean “source” code. Source code is 
the code that programmers write, modify, and compile as part of the software 
development process. This differs from machine code, which is expressed in 
binary or hexadecimal numerical form and corresponds directly with the pro-
cesses occurring in computer processing and memory. Nontechnical audiences 
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are familiar with source code through representations of programming in pop-
ular media, with focused hackers, spies, or scientists typing away while lines of 
mathematical- looking statements scroll down a screen. Although esoteric and 
difficult to understand, it is relatively translatable because source code more 
closely resembles a natural language. The simplest example of executable source 
code for most programming languages is the “Hello World” program, often used 
as a beginning lesson in programming textbooks and tutorials. “Hello World” in 
the C programming language looks like the following:

#include <stdio.h>
int main( ){

printf(“hello, world\n”);
return 0;

}

Although the meaning of the commands evades non- programmers, it takes lit-
tle effort to translate: within a main function (int main) it prints (printf ) the 
sentence “Hello World” plus a line break (“\n”) to the screen. This is, for all 
intents and purposes, a complete program. Likewise, Slash Goggles (Figure 1) is a 
representation of source code.

This code, although dense and probably confusing to most, still provides a 
foundation for “reading” some of the intended meaning of the author. Unlike 
“Hello World,” Slash Goggles is “pseudocode,” or nonexecutable text written as 
code in order to map the logic of an algorithm. Pseudocode represents a sort of 
conceptual, nonexecutable “draft” version of a future piece of code.

Slash Goggles

Russo posted Slash Goggles to her Livejournal blog The Archive2, described  
by Russo as “experimental fan works for Battlestar Galactica season 4 and 
beyond,”11 The blog organizes its contents around a shared interest in Galactica 
and the identity- challenging themes present in the show. Slash Goggles addresses 
Galactica’s themes directly through the conceit of the Cylon— human- like 
cyborgs who experience emotions like pain, fear, and sexual desire, and who 
inevitably model their identities upon (and serve as model for) their human 
counterparts. The blog post (“the Slash Goggles algorithm”) contains the Slash 
Goggles code, a description of that code, and a series of images from the series, 
photoshopped with thought bubbles that reflect what the outcome of the algo-
rithm is. As such, Russo’s fan fiction more closely resembles a documentation 



Transcoding Sexuality ) 7

Figure 1
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page for software than a fictional narrative, including descriptions of how the 
code works and an implementation guide. This documentation describes Slash 
Goggles as a program that “establishes, based on visual data, the variant sexual 
preferences of human subjects,” a program that helps Cylons understand human 
sexual orientation and “improve HCI” (human- computer interaction).12

The fictional language Slash Goggles portrays (Cylon Core Language— CyCL)  
functionally and textually represents scripting languages like PHP or Java Script. 
It starts with (1) a function declaration (“function slash_goggles($desire)”) that 
signals the beginning of the algorithm by way of naming it. Functions are, much 
like basic algebra, names that “stand in” for larger computational formulas that 
involve variables. In this case, “slash_goggles” names the function, and defines 
what variable data it takes as input ($desire). Words beginning with a dollar  
sign (‘$’) designate variables. Like math problems, variables take a value such as a 
number or a string of words assigned by the program to do work with or on that 
value. Following that, a series of subprocedures accomplish component oper-
ations: checking activation status (2), defining subjects (3), verifying data (4), 
parsing that data (5), and using that data to computer some sort of gender iden-
tification (6). Slash Goggles takes as input the variable “$desire,” which immedi-
ately implicates some sort of value that quantifies or represents input that has 
been assigned to represent “desire” by some other program. Then, in a series 
of smaller subprocedures, the algorithm accomplishes a set of tasks seemingly 
integral to the identification of sexuality. The “exactness” of code in expressing 
a procedure through concrete statements and quantifiable results demands a 
specificity that Slash Goggles both leans upon for its rhetorical effectiveness and, 
at the same time distorts, through linguistic ambiguity.

Slash Goggles critiques and destabilizes both gender and computation as purely 
mechanical or determined categories, and questions the distinction between the 
two by staging sexual identification as a procedure. Because the code represents a 
procedure, Russo also includes some fictional “output” of the code. Images from 
the show featuring human characters, seemingly viewed through the point of 
view of a Cylon, are given thought bubbles that articulate that character’s sexual 
desires, frustrations, and complexities. Figures 2 and 3 represent the results  
of the algorithm as the Cylon characters (in first- person point of view) gaze 
upon the human characters.

Within the framework of her fan fiction, Russo suggests that this algorithm is 
similar to human recognition of sexuality (“gaydar”), and explains that Slash Gog-
gles represents the procedural work of ascertaining a shifting, fluid sexuality that is 
drawn from, but not determined by, social dynamics and negotiated subjectivities.

The Slash Goggles operation/algorithm describes the negotiation of sexual 
identification. Here, we can start to look for textual clues to interpret what Slash 
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Goggles attempts to express as a critique, because the ambiguity between the 
language of the code and its use as code helps constructs the potential meanings 
of Slash Goggles. Readers unfamiliar with code may still pick up on references 
to sexuality, gender, and queer epistemologies in phrases like “theCloset,” “bug-
gery()” and references to the body, identity, and gender. Those familiar with 
coding will also notice the programming structures that meaningfully situate 

Figure 2

Figure 3
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those references. For example, in “defining subjects” (Section 3 in Figure 1), Slash 
Goggles iterates over each element in $humanform (which, as suggested by the 
code, contains at least one, if not more, discrete elements) and assigns a value 
based on visual data ascribed to a variable “$body.”

The rest of the algorithm follows suit, and calls to functions that reference 
“theCloset,” destabilization, and performance suggest a similar reliance on con-
textual, yet open and circulating, interpretations of subjects and their sexual-
ities. As Eve Sedgwick argues, the “closet” is “a performance initiated as such 
by the speech act of silence— not a particular silence, but a silence that accrues 
particularity by fits and starts, in relation to the discourse that surrounds and 
differentially constitutes it.”13 The use of “theCloset” as a code term suggests a 
self- orientation (is the Cylon subject “in” the closet? Can the Cylon perform 
or express desire? How does this orient the Cylon towards the subject of their 
view?) and a cultural orientation constructed by the ability to speak or the neces-
sity of remaining silent and/or hidden. More directly, “theCloset” plays a part in 
construction of sexual knowledge for the Cylon— if “theCloset” is “null,” mean-
ing without value, then the algorithm begins openly constructing data based 
on sexual traits gained from interpretation of the “$body.” The computation of  
a sexual identification of the other is already based on the viewer’s interpretation 
of the other, which is inherently incomplete and limited, but informed by the 
available (and, conversely, the unavailable) information.

The algorithm queers sexual identity and identification as well as computa-
tion, both in its language and its formal structure. The wording of commands 
as recognizable ideas in gender and queer theory are mobilized within pro-
grammatic constructs like conditional statements, iterating loops, and variables 
to express a structural critique of sexual identification. By taking a seemingly 
determined media format (computer code) and using it to demonstrate an 
ambiguous process, Russo suggests that it simply is not enough to say “sexual 
identification is ambiguous” or that “gender is dynamic and interpreted,” but 
instead calls for the reader to walk through the difficulty of operationalizing 
such a task. As Erin Davis writes, “identification occurs within a social regime 
of normative expectations and guidelines that shape everyone’s possibilities for 
self- representation,” and that gender identity is not “static, but it is also not 
unbounded.”14 In this case, identification is bound by structure and syntax. The 
only significance between this binding structure (software) and language more 
broadly is that we have determined a computational, performative context as 
artificial and knowable. And yet, potential identification is implicated in log-
ical structures and interconnected activities not entirely expressible through 
procedural understanding. Values, epistemologies, foundations of activity, and 
knowledge are all continually (re)expressed in these code relationships, even  
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as they are hidden. The expression and critique of sexual identification is linked, 
through the use of the algorithm and code as medium for such expression, to 
a resistance to any notion of an algorithmic reduction of sexual identification 
as a process and to the reduction of a process as something rote or determined. 
The underlying performativity connects these approaches as critiques of code 
and sexual identification, with shared concepts of determination and agency. 
The connection between these two performative moves is linked through the 
underlying performative nature of the computational system, and in particular 
through the gendered nature of that system.

TransCoder and Abstraction

Much as Russo situates identity and identification as a procedure, the under-
lying work of code implies a realm of computation and execution in excess of 
a code’s meaning. We must therefore situate code as a performative structure 
outside of strict interpretations of author- intended meaning. Taking source code 
as the origin or center of meaning, according to Wendy Chun, erases the dis-
tinction between code and execution, conflating the meaning of that code with 
its effects in computer execution.15 This represents how, according to Chun, how 
source code is “fetishized” by scholars as the seat of meaning.16 To fetishize is to 
erroneously assume that the full meaning of the code is exposed as the source is 
exposed. Performative code, however, places something like “Hello World” or 
Slash Goggles outside its author as the seat of meaning. As a given piece of soft-
ware is most commonly tens of thousands (if not millions) of lines of code, the 
functioning of that software is predicated not simply on a given algorithm, but 
on the relationships between algorithms in different code libraries and how user 
input circulates between their execution. If execution and code are separate and 
under erasure, as Chun argues, meaning cannot be invested strictly in the source 
code, but within the erasure of the underlying execution of that code— which 
includes the hiding of hardware and the hiding of underlying code libraries and 
algorithms. The technique of hiding execution is known in computer science 
as “abstraction,” a method where complex computational processes are hidden 
or “abstracted” from users behind simpler interfaces to facilitate easier, more 
streamlined programming.

Abstraction is the mechanism of computational performativity, because 
this erasure allows the development of complex software from already existing 
complexity. A good example of this is the software development kit (SDK). An  
SDK provides programmers with code interfaces that allow them to produce 
software for complex platforms. A good example of this is the development 
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of software for mobile devices like smart phones. Android and Apple iPhones 
are incredibly complex machines, and the code necessary to do even the sim-
plest task (e.g., draw a window to a screen, or connect to the Internet) would 
be monstrous if each app on that platform required programmers to do each 
from scratch for every program. Therefore, these platforms have dedicated 
SDKs, written in a given programming language (Java for Android, Objective 
C for iPhone) that hides the complexity of hardware and software interaction so 
that better, more complex apps can be built faster and more reliably. The code 
required to have an Android phone draw a window to the monitor requires 
mathematical computations to determine size and orientation, contents, and the 
very context from which the window comes into being and presents itself to the 
user (e.g., where to store this in memory, how to toggle between user contexts). 
When every task requires hundreds, if not thousands, of procedures, suddenly a 
simple program becomes almost unthinkably complex. However, with the SDK, 
the command to create a window and start an app is reduced to about a dozen 
lines of code, none of which require an app developer to manually manage hard-
ware, data resources, or the operating system. Thus, an SDK is an abstraction 
of the underlying complexity of the phone that allows for the quick and reliable 
deployment of software for that phone.

Abstraction points us towards the performative because it incorporates reg-
ulatory practices outside of the code that we write, and these regulatory prac-
tices often consist of assumptions about how people work and communicate. 
In “The Performativity of Code,” Adrian Mackenzie argues that software can 
represent “a form of collective agency in the process of constituting itself.”17 
Using the operating system Linux as his example, Mackenzie writes that the 
“ongoing constitution is performative with respect to the efficacy of Linux as a 
technical object and with respect to the fabrication of Linux as a cultural iden-
tity.”18 For Mackenzie, Linux regulates its own constitution through a series of 
norms of practices that are within its own code, which then circulate through 
the social body of developers that utilize it. This echoes Butler’s argument that 
performativity is a production of subjectivity and sex through the iterative power 
of discourse.19 That is, it is not an act or performance accomplished by some 
actor, but the continued (re)production of norms, rules, logics, a reproduction 
that becomes naturalized or seemingly necessary as it materializes and remate-
rializes itself. Software “would have to be understood not just in terms of the 
meanings ascribed to it, or in terms of its effects on the movements of data and 
information in communication networks. Rather, it would be an objectification 
of a linguistic praxis.”20 Thus, software must contain within itself the logic of its 
own reproduction. However, to stay close to Butler rather than, say, Derrida, 
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I turn to an example of abstraction that retains Butler’s investment in gender: 
Blas’s transCoder.

Burned and distributed on CD- ROMS or as packaged files available for down-
load through Zach Blas’s Queer Technologies website, the transCoder package 
appears a simple collection of unordered .txt files with names like “about.txt,” 
“libraries.txt,” and “compiler.txt.” transCoder, like Slash Goggles, is pseudo code, 
but whereas Slash Goggles mimics an algorithm, transCoder more closely resem-
bles an SDK. Marino describes transCoder as a “provocative kit” that “uploads 
counter- cultural ontologies (or anti- ontologies) into the normalized logic of soft-
ware. He is transcoding theory into a programming language.”21 The accuracy 
and importance of this description is evident in that, unlike the source code of 
Slash Goggles, what we see here is not an algorithm. In fact, without some prior 
knowledge of how code functions, we might not have any clue what we are look-
ing at, outside of some recognizable names and references. In the above example, 
Blas structures a Butlerian concept of iteration and power through the program-
matic statement “destabilizationLoop(),” and a play on speech act theory with a 
series of “executable speech acts” (such as “iDo()” and “exe()”). transCoder, as an 
SDK, does not provide a series of code statements that represent the procedures 
underlying the command “destabilizationLoop().” Instead, the user is given a 
short description on how “destabilizationLoop()” should be used. Or, it tells the 
user what it does, and not how it does it. “destabilizationLoop()” “breaks apart 
any process that acts as a continuously iterating power,” which implies Butler’s 
assertion that gender and sex are products of regulatory regimes but, through 
changes during the iteration of such regulative norms (or loops), resistance to 
such regimes can emerge.22 The ambiguity of meaning, however, emerges from 
transCoder because meaning is only “implied,” because there is no actual code, 
only the promise of code functionality, because the underlying complexity has 

Figure 4
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already been abstracted from the user. transCoder doesn’t define an operation, 
but the potential foundation for the building of operations, a syntax for further 
operational complexity, out of the interface of promised functionality. So rather 
than see the work of code as the process of negotiating meaning between a mind 
and a machine, between language and hardware, we instead see a performativity 
of code through logical structure.

Calling back to Slash Goggles, Russo utilizes “destabilizationLoop()” in a program-
matic construct meant to control the flow of a program through decision making:

If (destabilizationLoop(‘image’)){
$desire = array(mutMutate(‘identity’, ‘gender’));

}

Because “destabilizationLoop()” breaks apart any process as an iterating power, 
the use of an “image” suggests the undermining of stable gender categories con-
structed through visual interpretation. This code snippet uses the “if ” statement  
to check the results of “destabilizationLoop().” If it returns a “true,” which seems to  
occur if the loop actually disrupts the iterating power of the image, then the 
variable “$desire” gains a series of values resultant from the “mutMutate(‘iden-
tity’, ‘gender’);” statement. “mutMutate()” can “connect any number of items to 
generate hybrid functions, operators, variables, etc.,” and because of this, once 
the iterating power of “image” is broken, then “$desire” contains the possible 
hybrid connections of identity and gender. All of the operations described above 
are rendered meaningful through the framework of transCoder, in that the use of 
transCoder’s code calls upon a preexisting coding context. The fact that we know 
nothing about how “destabilizationLoop()” actually breaks an iterating power 
demonstrates how my reading can extrapolate meaning from Slash Goggles, and 
how something as seemingly ambiguous as “destabilizationLoop()” still per-
forms within the context of computer code. There is no necessary revelation of 
transCoder’s “code,” but only the performative structure that transCoder creates.

Also note here a few additional lines from transCoder’s libraries.txt. file:

schizoA()
Replicates exponentially and erratically

buggery()
acts upon a function or data set and generates an array of monstrous 

non- logic mutations.23

Both of these functions are found in Slash Goggles. Russo, using the “schizoA()” 
and “buggery()” functions, fills in some gaps as to how each functions works 



Transcoding Sexuality ) 15

(e.g., variables, input) by deploying them in a particular way (allocating value, 
passing variables as input), but their place within a program is articulated 
through transCoder. When Slash Goggles calls “‘metatext’ => buggery(‘queer,’ 
vBody());” as a command, we may now infer from the documentation that the 
quality “metatext” takes as its value the result of the “buggery()” function when 
given the inputs “queer” and the result of another function, “vBody()” (which 
“detonates a time bomb of radical impurity”).24 The result is that “metatext” 
will contain some value gained through the process of generating nonlogics  
of identitarian nonpurity related to queer sexuality, which will then become 
part of a data structure used to understand sexuality— in this case, the object 
“$humanform.” The movement of structure, meaning, and subject articulation 
is a product of the citation and reiteration of norms laid out in the library. 
However, unlike a natural language, the abstraction of complexity, and not the 
language itself, that serves as the performative engine.

As Chun writes, scholars may fetishize their analyses of source code as the 
central artifact of meaning, one with a relatively transparent relationship to  
the underlying machine.25 Coding qua writing thus becomes a translatable  
practice between the goals of machine execution and audience persua-
sion. Although this may not be untrue— in that coding is, in this paradigm, 
writing— it places the impetus of the practice of coding within a realm of what 
we would traditionally describe as writing in a professional setting or a class-
room: through audiences, intentions, and shared language as a directed activity 
between writing subject and technology. Abstraction problematizes this while 
at the same time iterating social norms, including sexuality and gender, because 
abstraction illustrates code as a logical interface between contexts of complexity. 
These interfaces are code libraries, like transCoder: they simplify the use of 
complex code so that programmers can build more complex structures. Chun 
writes that “abstraction both empowers the programmer and insists on his/her  
ignorance . . . abstraction gives programmers new creative abilities.”26 The work 
of a programmer is therefore mediated through a series of logical translations 
across digital media, and this mediation is more or less hidden from the pro-
grammer at the site of the production of code. Abstraction through interfaces 
between contexts of complexity produce programming subject positions and 
articulates a power structure iterating a particular norm of software production. 
TransCoder and Slash Goggles inject queer sexual identification into the perfor-
mative mechanism to circulate queer identities and world making practices into 
code itself. Such an injection produces productive discursive strategies for digital 
rhetoric and queer critique of code.
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) ) )  The Queer Performativity of Code and Subverting 
Mastery

What becomes evident here is that the productive mechanism of computational 
performativity is no more determined by rote and determined technology than 
gender by rote and determined biology. In regards to gender performativity, 
Kendell Gerdes writes that, “the subject of gender is not in charge, but exposed, 
addressed by the performative power of essentialist understanding of gender 
rather than the addresser of it . . . the performative power of gender is its cease-
less materialization of gender,” and I would argue that in computational perfor-
mativity, the same could be said about the subject of technology.27 In this sense, 
not only are there constraints to performativity but rather, “constraint calls to be 
rethought as the very condition of performativity.”28 The subject of computation 
is addressed by the performative power of code through a continual reference to 
something else— some structure, some language, some order, that it manifests 
through. There is no stable “machinic subject” in place as we perform identities 
in online social networks, through medical databases, and so on. There is only 
the constant production of those subjectivities, and their transformation across 
various performative machines. In this way, it avoids the presumption of a meta-
physics of the subject where there is a “stable gender in place and intact prior to 
the expressions and activities that we understand as gendered expressions and 
activities.”29

From this, a compelling overlap between computational and gender per-
formativities emerges. Both Chun and Mackenzie draw from Butler to argue 
towards a performativity of code. Both, however, do so more focused on the per-
formativity rather than the gender. If computational performativity is the cita-
tion and iteration of complexity across different programming contexts, then I 
argue that a masculine epistemology of mastery is structurally embedded within 
code. Drawing from Chun’s account of the history of the ENIAC girls, a paral-
lel, gendered rhetoric of mastery with computational performativity shows how 
subjects are formed in programming and software. Leveraging a discourse of 
mastery within software development links code to what J. Jack Halberstam 
calls “queer art of failure,” a resistance to the determined and correct (master-
ful) narratives of computer programming. Slash Goggles, as an articulation of 
transCoder’s logic, therefore suggests that its proceduralizing of sexual identifica-
tion is also an articulation and critique of mastery as an epistemology.

According to Chun, the earliest days of contemporary programming involved 
a large, room- sized computer, the Electronic Numerical Integrator and Com-
puter (ENIAC), a military project developed to help calculate artillery tables 
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and formulas related to the development of thermonuclear weapons during 
World War  II. Built in the electrical engineering department of Pennsylvania 
State University, the computer did not use software. In fact, there was no such 
thing as software. Instead, ENIAC programming was the direct, physical pro-
gramming of the wires, switches, and other components of the machine itself. 
There was no “code” distinct from the bare metal of the technology itself. The 
“computers” were a group of women known as the “ENIAC girls,” female engi-
neers who operated the machine directly. These women understood the hard-
ware of the ENIAC and how to instantiate solutions to problems given to them 
by (male) mathematicians and scientists in processes that could take days or 
weeks. The objectification of these women under a normative understanding  
of knowledge and discipline continued through their orientation as exten-
sions of that machine. The kind of machine work the ENIAC girls performed 
was seen as, itself, rote and mechanical rather than creative of intellectual, and 
such work was often seen as mindless, unskilled, or “clerical.” However, after the 
invention of “software” and code as we know them today, there was an epistemo-
logical collapse of the work of programming and of problem posing and solving, 
and the image of the lone, brilliant computer programmer came into existence. 
Chun writes that “programming became programming and software became 
software when command shifted from commanding a ‘girl’ to commanding  
a machine,” and following this the model constructed around “commanding a  
girl” became a foundation for machine control as well.30 As it became abun-
dantly clear that programming itself was a skill worth studying, and as men 
began to apply scientific epistemologies to describe software and programming 
as practices, then the programmer became a figure of knowledge, expertise, and 
mastery. No more a cleric of repetitious activities, the programmer was a priest 
of a “black art,” as John Backus famously described, in which experts handled 
the arcane through self- driven brilliance and know- how.31 Nathan Ensmenger 
argues that programming therefore became masculine when it moved toward 
categorization as the individual practice of the intellectual “artisan” or the rig-
orous “scientist.”32

It is here, in the mistaken assumption that commands may translate directly 
into machinic code, that the gendered notion of mastery articulates as abstrac-
tion and computational performativity. The erasure of complexity is productive 
in that, in order to produce the conditions of a mastering discursive subject, it 
erases the invisible and collaborative labor of encoding, translation, and auto-
mation in software. Mastery, in this case, is rendered masculine because of its 
historical nature and because of its epistemological assumptions— the produc-
tivity of individual realization through erasure of shared labor. Mastery is the 
erasure of the intermediary, the investment of creative and productive authority 
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in the articulated individual of code. Abstraction as a technique does ease devel-
opment for programmers, constructing that discursive subject of mastery, but 
does so through a willful erasure of the limits and debts of such mastery. Chun 
notes that “the handing over of power that has been hidden by programming 
languages that obscure the machine and highlight programming” situates a 
“master” as an individual, a master not just of the technology but of the episte-
mology of that technology. The narrative of mastery is predicated on the strate-
gic abstraction of information to constitute agency within another context. In 
this case, is constitutes a position of agency in which a system (the programming 
language) is mastered.

Blas argues that transCoder “disidentifies” with technology in that it intro-
duces queer critical theory into a seemingly nonqueer space, modifying the cir-
culation of information and identity.33 Textually, procedurally, it does just this, 
and in a way that is seemingly apparent to a more general (i.e., nontechnical) 
audience. Disidentification, however, is a performative act that signals a rela-
tionship between an other- ed practice and the larger social logics that marginal-
ize it. For transCoder to disidentify means that transCoder

scrambles and reconstructs the encoded message of a cultural text in a fashion that 
both exposes the encoded message’s universalizing and exclusionary machinations 
and re- circuits its workings to account for, include, and empower minority identi-
ties and identifications. Thus, disidentification is a step further than cracking open 
the code of the majority; it proceeds to use this code as raw material for represent-
ing a disempowered politics or positionality that has been rendered unthinkable by 
the dominant culture.34

The inclusion of queer theory as a base for the syntax of transCoder signals a 
complementary rhetorical efficacy rooted in the relationship of the language and 
its larger, technical– performative context. By utilizing abstraction (and software 
engineering more broadly) itself as a tactic, rather than as a bracketed epistemol-
ogy, both introduce into the mastered (or “master- able”) space of software the 
circular, problematic nature of sexual identification, which further, as a perfor-
mative result, raises and owns the potential and necessity of the failure of that 
mastery. For Halberstam, failure is located within hegemonic systems of norma-
tivity avenues of identification and subversion.35 In an arena like computer pro-
gramming, incorrectness or failed code is seen as doomed from the get go— it 
simply crashes and burns. But if failure is a productive performance through 
contexts of complexity, rather than in the tight confines of the execution of an 
algorithm, then failure as a practice can encompass a wider critique of masculine 
culture in programming. Accordingly, one of Halberstam’s theses of failure is 
that we must “resist mastery.”36 Resisting mastery does not mean simply writing 
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failed algorithms, but writing structural critiques through performative mecha-
nisms that circulate confusion and drives code logics to illogical ends.

Resisting mastery here means resisting the disciplining urge to reproduce, to 
correct, to maintain that compels code workers in corporate and academic con-
texts. Code or software as illogical seems like a contradiction, but only so when 
the meaning of a given piece of code is invested in the correctness of an algo-
rithm. Bugs, memory leaks, security breaches are all results of the failure of code 
that escapes correctness, because they all demonstrate the inherent fallibility  
of the code that always already exists. They are the artifacts of code that escapes 
its epistemological telos of mastery, which means recognizing the frayed edges 
of failure that lurks in code inherently, and where this undermines and compli-
cates mastery. Take the “Hello World” example used earlier. The “printf ” state-
ment stands as the only real “command” outside of the program structure and 
header. Printf literally prints a string of characters to the screen, with that string 
given to the command as an argument. Because it does this, many programmers 
embed printf statements into their code for debugging purposes, printing warn-
ing messages or data values in order to trace the workings of the program. The 
implication for the programmer, and more often the new programmer, is that 
printf will “just print” to the output screen when that line of code executes. New 
programmers often find out that this is not the case, as development variables 
and errors in compilation can stall out printf so that it prints at the wrong time 
or not at all. That is because printf actually works through an output buffer sys-
tem, were the string of characters are placed in memory until a specific symbol 
is reached (“\n”), which then “flushes” (empties) the buffer and puts the data 
on screen. StackExchange user Toby Speight found this out during an entry 
level C programming assignment.37 His example illustrates how failure is part 
of coding. His program, which calls the printf command, only “printed” at odd 
times, or not at all, and certainly not as expected. The culprit, in this case, was 
in the way his development environment compiled the command and executed 
it— specifically, in how it handled the buffering and flushing of the data itself. As 
individuals began to offer solutions on the website, the actual underpinnings of 
the simple printf command were actually incredibly complex. One user “kliteyn”  
suggested that Toby try to reset the output buffer with the following command:

setvbuf (stdout, NULL, _IONBF, 0);

Although another user “Kitchi” suggested switching output buffers more gener-
ally, using the “stderr” (error) output command. Another solution suggested, and 
one prominent in other areas that I have researched, is the “fflush” command,  
which immediately flushes all output buffers regardless of what else is happening.
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Even simple scripts like Toby’s or the “Hello World” program are always 
already built on an ocean of complex code, libraries through which data and sys-
tem states are passed, transformed, worked on, and returned. Thinking of code 
through queer failure thus recognizes the avenues by which “failure” is less the 
breakdown of a program or a piece of software, and more a path of subverting 
or disidentifying with the disciplinary structure of programming through pro-
gramming. In the above case, it recognizes the tenuous relationship of “mastery” 
in the face of such complexity, and the productive constitution of mastery as it 
breaks down and reforms under a necessary admission of ignorance and need 
for collaboration. Understanding a command like printf as a command for a 
machine hides the machinic work that makes printf function and, at the same 
time, the fluid nature in which libraries, compilation, and execution exceed and 
problematize the completeness of that understanding. The abstraction of the 
language, of the underlying complexity, therefore constructs a discursive sub-
ject that on the one hand can practice a supposed or assumed mastery of code 
while at the same time including the necessity of collaboration, of consultation. 
The parallels between the pseudocode examples of transCoder, Slash Goggles, and 
“Hello World” are such that the ghosts of gendered labor and gendered iden-
tification in programming epistemologies ask for different, sometimes comple-
mentary and sometimes contradictory, approaches. Primarily, the exactness of 
mastery is historically situated as masculine, practiced in code that always cites 
the abstract structure of its predecessors and reiterates them.

Thus transCoder and Slash Goggles, outside of their own critique, also offer 
a critical rhetorical strategy for grappling with gender, sexuality, and code by 
directly injecting it into the performative apparatus of software development. 
If we trace how code abstracts and separates contexts of complexity from each 
other, how it functions as an epistemological performance, then the possibili-
ties for understanding software as a gendered practice are more apparent to us. 
This is why Ensmenger’s claim that coding became a boy’s club is so relevant. 
For Ensmenger, the building of masculine epistemologies around the practice 
of code marginalized women out of the field: it required more work and more 
overhead in terms of learning style. The representation of women in program-
ming has always been a problem, in particular in places where gender- neutral 
narratives of achievement, merit, and expertise are stronger (many open source 
development projects fall under this category).

Butler writes that it is this constitutive failure of the performative, this slip-
page between “discursive command and its appropriated effect” that “provides 
the linguistic occasion and index for a consequential disobedience.”38 Or, as Sara 
Ahmed argues, the demands and prohibitions “of fields or grounds for action 
are generative: it is not that bodies, objects, inhabit structure, but that bodies are 
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expressed, inflected, and oriented by their grounding.”39 Blas’s move to define an 
SDK that abstracts complexity pulls us away from trying to figure out the “code” 
that makes it all work. This same abstraction allows the movement of meaning 
by structuring the ability of programmers to build further complexity through 
interfaces like an SDK. The performativity of gender and the performativity of 
digital code share an important aspect: that they constitute logics of circulation, 
one of gender expression, one of software and information. These logics of cir-
culation do not carry meaning but produce it, generate it and its conditions. In 
networked space, this also includes how bodies are translated across grounds of 
action, between and through them. These activities, epistemologies, and prac-
tices are seemingly played out in a space that should be more strictly bounded. 
Computer technology, however, is not, and at some point the erasure of distinc-
tion between execution and code grounds itself in the mastery of the totality of 
computation. But as Slash Goggles and transCoder show us, and as we further see 
performed in “Hello World,” there is always already a break in the narrative of 
mastery: the computer evades us as it pulls from and escapes into culture, labor, 
and history.

) ) )  Conclusion

Practices of coding are not represented strictly in terms of words, statements, 
or commands, but in a structural relationship between these commands and a 
space of intelligibility that the programmer works in, which is turn constructed 
through a series of translations and transpositions across differing compu-
tational contexts. It is perhaps unsurprising, then, that the question of how 
gender functions as a discourse within technology is further complicated with 
questions about how gendered practices materialize in computer code through 
different contexts. If gendered practices exist at the level of code structure, and 
not just in the text of a program itself, then code as a discourse relies on struc-
tural relationships that are unique to code, that only partially resemble language. 
If we choose to bracket certain technological questions such as the structure of 
code as a practice of building software, it may lead us to miss important real-
izations about that technology. In an interview with Rhizome, Blas stated that 
the work of the Queer Technologies project (of which transCoder is a part) is to 
explore a “viral” aesthetics. For Blas, “by making and mass- producing ‘products,’ 
Queer Technologies is able to exist in a variety of contexts without necessar-
ily being identified as an art object. . . . They are all designed to be collective 
engagements, to be collectively experimented with.”40 Furthermore, such exper-
iments can help us examine how “heterosexual mathematicians and scientists 
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create models and technologies that are infused with heterosexuality,” and how 
“homosexual desires can inform and help to materially construct the technicity 
of objects.”41 Blas demonstrates the necessary transcontextuality of transCoder  
and the fluid nature of its subject matter not only to express gender critique,  
but to structure platforms for a dynamic critique of computation and sexuality. 
Even though sexuality and computation seem like disparate topics, Blas looks 
under the sociocultural manifestations of computer programming, computer 
culture, and gender to comment on the epistemological practices of computer 
programming, which are themselves structured by modes of being that include 
gendered and sexed practices of communicating and producing knowledge. 
Slash Goggles inhabits this space in order to proceduralize sexual identification, 
exposing the ways in which one is not without the other, if we care to trace 
the performance of gender— and other categories— systemically across digital 
media. Through a conglomeration of rhetorical code practices and performative 
investigations, scholars will begin to see how seemingly disparate texts, materials, 
or technologies actually co- constitute one another. The critical is more than ever 
experimental, in the place where experimentation seems the most constrained.

I have argued that computational performativity is gender performativity 
when viewed through technical and historical contexts of labor and collabo-
ration in technical fields like computer programming. Both Russo and Blas 
respond to the rhetoric of software engineering, the how of code circulation and  
performance, to comment on topics of gender construction, sexual identity,  
and how both play out in digital technology. But, as I have argued, this critique 
expands into a queer technique of rhetorical engagement with code that recog-
nizes how structure, form, data, and complexity shape and constrain discursive 
positions in coding as a discipline. Computational performativity, in the man-
ner I have discussed, offers the potential to look for gendered practices across 
computer code— not as representations of gender through discourse, but as the 
ordering of media and media consumption as gendered to produce discourse. 
Although I believe there are numerous implications for the application of such 
analysis, the primary vision of this argument is to offer an approach that recog-
nizes code as epistemology, epistemology as gendered and performative, and as 
such the potential to see a continuum of gendered practices across software and 
its use. Such a vantage, I believe, offers two immediate benefits.

First, scholars of a critically queer code studies can develop a body of work 
that explores the relationships between gender representations in STEM indus-
tries and academia through software— its production, maintenance, and circu-
lation. Because performativity, computational and gendered, is the continued 
creation of new worlds, a focus on the queering of software at its own game 
is a critical imperative. Second, as studies in the fields of computer science, 
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computer engineering, and electrical engineering have already begun to note 
the skewed representation of cis- gendered masculinity in programming, a pro-
ductive interdisciplinary framework between STEM fields and studies in queer 
sexualities can emerge from a shared critical discourse. An increasing number 
of studies from the fields of computer science and software engineering point 
towards gender and racial disparities, not just evident in hiring patterns but in 
how these fields unknowingly invite or exclude certain individuals through their 
cultural assumptions and teaching and working practices.42 Although questions 
of literacy, education, and social attitudes towards gender and engineering all 
play into these conversations, critical gender scholars can collaborate with these 
fields to further investigate how these social realities are present and productive 
in software. Collaboration in this key stands not only as a corrective measure, 
but as a way to inform how computer scientists produce software, digital subjec-
tivities, and with them our contemporary culture.
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Queer OS
by KARA KEELING

F rom new media's eccentric temporalities and reliance on reading
codes to their relationships to ephemera, pubhcs, viruses, music,
and subcultures, new media intersect with queer theories in a
variety of ways. Scholars working at the interfaces of new media,

queer theory, and LGBT studies have produced valuable insights into
the roles and usages of new media in creating and sustaining forms of
LGBT sociality, experiences, and ways of knowing. Vital scholarship
on LGBT and queer cybercultures from a variety of perspectives and
compelling descriptions and explorations of the role of new media in
LGBT, and queer people's lives, have helped scholars understand the
centrality and significance of LGBT participation in new media. Im-
portant work on representations of LGBT people in, on, and through
new media is ongoing.'

Within this scholarly milieu, less attention has been dedicated to
the interfaces of new media as they have been theorized through
conceptualizations of "the digital," "software," "computation,"
"manufacturing," "information," and "code," and what currentiy are
perceptible as queer ontologies; theories of queer embodiment and
materializations; and other issues, logics, and expressions that com-
prise queer theory, such as, for example, theories of queer temporality,
critiques of homonationaHsm, and investigations into the relationships
of queerness, forms of racialization, and contexts of settier colonial-
ism, among others.

Yet as the opening lines of this brief contribution to an evaluation
of contemporary intersections of LGBT studies, queer theory, and
cinema and media studies suggest, the materiality, rhetorics, forms,
and ontologies of new media readily lend themselves to a theoretical
encounter with queer theory that might enliven and enrich both füm
and media studies and queer theory, thus deepening the capacity of
each to attend to the sociopolitical registers of contemporary life.

Existing theoretical scholarship on race and new technologies il-
lustrates that new media scholarship that attends to race also might

1 For a helpful, though not exhaustive, gloss on new media and communications scholarship

produced at the intersection of queer and cyber, see Kate O'Riordan and David J. Phillips, eds.,

introduction to Queer Online: Media Technology & Sexuaiity (New York: Peter Lang, 2007).

For a consideration of gay participation online, see Ken Hillis, Online a Lof of the Time: Ritual,

Fetish, Sign (Durham, NC: Duke university Press, 2009). For an ethnography of queer youth

using the internet in rural settings, see Mary L. Gray, Qut in the Country: Youth, Media, and

Queer Visibility in Rurai America (New York: New York University Press, 2009).
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engage with vital and sdll-generadve scholarship happening in queer theory, but it
rarely makes an explicidy queer new media studies or technology studies (or even
queering new media and/or technology studies) part of its project. Similarly, compel-
ling work on feminism and the cultural logics of new media technologies is suggestive
of a direcdon amenable to a serious engagement with queer theory, but that work
rarely substandvely stages such an encounter With this lacuna in mind, in what fol-
lows, I offer preliminary thoughts toward a scholarly political project that I call "Queer
OS."^ As I discuss here, scholarship that might be collected under a rubric of "Queer
OS" already exists, and provocadve and promising work is currendy being produced
that might contribute to a project at the interfaces of queer theory, new media studies,
and technology studies, such as the one I sketch briefly here.

Queer OS would take historical, sociocultural, conceptual phenomena that cur-
rendy shape our realides in deep and profound ways, such as race, gender, class, citi-
zenship, and ability (to name those among the most acdve in the United States today),
to be mutually consdtutive with sexuality and with media and information technolo-
gies, thereby making it impossible to think any of them in isolation. It understands
queer as naming an orientadon toward various and shifdng aspects of exisdng real-
ity and the social norms they govern, such that it makes available pressing quesdons
about, eccentric and/or unexpected relationships in, and possibly alternadves to those
social norms.

I have suggested elsewhere, following Antonio Gramsci's work on hegemony, Mar-
cia Landy's reading of Gramsci's work in the context of film studies, and Wahneema
Lubiano's work on "common sense" in black nadonalism, that common sense is a
hnchpin in the struggle for hegemony that conditions what is percepdble such that
aspects of what is percepdble become generally recognizable only when they work
in some way through "common senses." In this context, queer offers a way of making
percepdble presendy uncommon senses in the interest of producing a/new commons
and/or of proliferadng the senses of a commons already in the making.* Such a com-
mons would be hospitable to, perhaps indeed crafted from, just and eccentric orien-
tadons within it. Queer OS makes this formuladon of queer funcdon as an operadng
system along the lines of what Tara McPherson describes as "operadng systems of a
larger order" than the operadng systems that run on our computers.

Queer OS would take seriously McPherson's suggesdon that the cultural logics of
the early operadng system Unix embed some of the racial logics of the post-World
War II era in which Unix (and the modern civil rights movements) were developed.

2 During a Google search for existing formulations of Queer OS, I found a link to an intriguing workshop in Slovenia

titled "Workshop Queer OS: Operating System for Fags, Radical Faeries, and Questioning Nerds." See Ljudmila,

"Queer OS," http://wiki.ljudmila.org/Queer_OS (accessed June 25, 2013).

3 I develop this formulation of queer in greater detail in my book manuscript in progress. Queer Times, Biack Futures

(New York: New York University Press, forthcoming).

4 For my formulation of "the image of common sense" in the cinematic, see Kara Keeling, The Witch's Fiight: The

Cinematic, the Biack Femme, and the image of Common Sense (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2007).

5 Tara McPherson, "US Operating Systems at Mid-Century: The Intertwining of Race and UNiX," in Race after the

internet, ed. Lisa Nakamura and Peter Chow-White (New York: Routledge, 2011), 21-37.

6 Ibid., 2 1 .
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For McPherson, the logics of US racial formadon infuse Unix not because the creators
of Unix planned it that way, but because those who developed Unix were working
within a sociocultural miheu held together by common senses already saturated by
those logics.

Inspired by McPherson's analysis of Unix in the context of US racial formation.
Queer OS seeks to make queer into the logic of "an operadng system of a larger order"
that unsetdes the common senses that secure those presendy hegemonic social rela-
tions that can be characterized by domination, exploitation, oppression, and other
violences. While it is worth nodng here that my references to "the commons" are in
cridcal conversadon with existing formulations of the "digital commons," an aim of
Queer OS vis-à-vis conceptualizadons of commons is to provide a society-level oper-
adng system (and perhaps an operadng system that can run on computer hardware)
to facihtate and support imaginadve, unexpected, and ethical reladons between and
among living beings and the environment, even when they have Httle, and perhaps
nothing, in common.

To begin with, it could be said that in its capacity as a social operating system.
Queer OS connects exisdng distributed areas of scholarly inquiry and acdvism,
thereby producing philosophies and cultures within each of those areas that might
unsetde the logics that currendy secure them. Here, Queer OS would not be simply in-
terdisciplinary, though because it often evinces a studied promiscuity toward the ideas
and methods it assembles, it carries many of interdisciphnarity's risks and promises.
Nor is it only transdisciplinary, since it can be relatively indifferent to exisdng disci-
phnes in an effort to include aspects of the world that have not yet entered the logics
of disciplines.

Queer OS names a way of thinking and acting with, about, through, among, and
at times even in spite of new media technologies and other phenomena of media-
don. It insists upon forging and facilitadng uncommon, irradonal, imaginadve, and/
or unpredictable reladonships between and among what currendy are perceptible as
living beings and the environment in the interest of creating value(s) that facihtate
just relations. Because Queer OS ideally functions to transform material relations,
it is at odds with the logics embedded in the operating systems McPherson discusses.
Because it seeks to undermine the relationships secured through those logics, even
as, like McPherson does when she points out that she is using a computer and word-
processing software that shape her own intellectual work in specific ways, it acknowl-
edges its own imbrication with and reliance on those logics while sdll striving to forge
new reladonships and connecdons.

7 In this regard. Queer OS has affinities with Katie King's formulation of "networked reenactments." See Katie King,

Networked Reenactments: Stories Transdiscipiinary Knowiedges Tell (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2012);

King "A Naturalculturai Collection of Affections: Transdisciplinary Stories of Transmedia Ecologies Learning," S&F

Online, http://sfonlme.barnard.edu/feminist-media-theory/a-naturalcultural-collection-of-affections-transdisciplinary

-storles-of-transmedia-ecologies-learning/.

8 It is worth noting here that, although they are of different orders, this description of Queer OS resonates with what I

described as "the black femme function" within the cinematic In my book The Witch's Fiight See also Franco "BIFO"

Berardi, "Precariousness, Catastrophe and Challenging the Blackmail of the Imagination," Affinities: A Journal of

Radical Theory, Culture, and Action 4, no. 2 (November 23, 2010), http://www.affinitiesjournal.org/affinities/index

.php/affinities/article/view/58.
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From my own position, it is possible to detect exciting contributions that have al-
ready been made, as weü as ones on the horizon. Among the early precedents for
Queer OS are projects such as Allucquére Rosanne Stone's (Sandy Stone's) The War of
Desire and Technology at the Close of the Mechanical Age, a book in which Stone is "seeking

social structures in circumstances in which the technological is the nature, in which
social space is computer code."^ Fifteen years after the pubUcadon of The War of Desire
and Technology, Margaret Rhee and Amanda Phüips introduced their 2010 Humani-
des, Arts, Science, and Technology Advanced CoUaboratory (HASTAC) forum "Gen-
der, Sexuality, and Queerness" by announcing their "hope for dialogues that traverse
disciplinary boundaries, borders, and fictive territories." As they described it, the
forum invited discussions of quesdons such as "How does queer theory intersect with
technology [and/or] technologies?" "How do issues of gender, sexuaUty and identity
play out in digital media, digital arts, and the Internet?" "How does the body funcdon
as a theme within theory and art, emerging from queer, ethnic, and feminist, studies
and other related discipUnes?" and "Is technology historically closely entangled with
sexuality?""

The quesdons that Rhee and PhüUps invited their pardcipants to discuss remain
compelling ones to explore. Some of those who have been engaged in their explora-
don also have participated in the conversadons about scholarly technology that have
come to characterize the digital humanides. This year, Phiüips coauthored an article
with Alexis Lothian that seeks to make an intervendon into the contested category of
"the digital humanides." That árdele, "Can Digital Humanides Mean Transforma-
dve Critique?," buüds on the premise that, "if humanides scholars in critical media
and cultural studies, queer studies, ethnic studies, disabüity studies, and related areas
are doing work in and with the digital, we should lay claim to our place within digi-
tal humanides."'^ In that spirit, Lothian and PhOUps offer "a curated Ust of projects,
people, and collaborations that suggest the possibilities of a transformative digital hu-
manides: one where neither the digital nor the humanides wül be terms taken for
granted."'^

Picking up on a trajectory of inquiry into technology, gender, and sexuaUty offered
by Jack Halberstam's 1991 essay "Automating Gender: Postmodern Feminisms in the
Age of the IntelUgent Machine," scholars also are working to queer the histories we teU
about compudng. Homay King's most recent project centers on pioneering computer

9 Aiiucquére Rosanne Stone, The War of Desire and Technology at the Close of the Mechanical Age (Cambridge,

MA: MIT Press, 1995), 38. Jack Halberstam's 1991 essay also might be retrospectively understood as precedent

for the later work I am collecting under the rubric of "Queer OS." See Judith Haiberstam, "Automating Gender:

Postmodern Feminism in the Age of the Intelligent Machine," Feminist Studies 17, no. 3 (1991): 439-460.

10 "Queer & Feminist New Media Spaces—HASTAC," http://hastac.org/forums/hastac-scholars-discussions/queer

-feminist-new-media-spaces.

11 The citations in Rhee and Phillips's introduction to the forum offer an archive of scholarship in new media

studies, technology studies, and gender and sexuality studies on which they invite forum participants to draw.

See "Queer & Feminist New Media Spaces—HASTAO," http://hastac.org/forums/hastac-scholars-discussions

/queer-feminist-new-media-spaces.

12 Aiexis Lothian and Amanda Phiiiips, "Can Digitai Humanities Mean Transformative Critique?," Journal of e-Media

Studies3, no. 1 (2013), doi:10.1349/PS1.1938-6060.A.425.

13 See ibid.
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sciendst Alan Turing's homosexuality in an effort to, as she put it, "queer the computer
just slighdy."'* In a similar vein, Jacob Gaboury is compiling "Queer History of Com-
pudng," which can be accessed online.'^

What all of these efforts have in common is an interest in bringing the considerable
insights of queer theory and LGBT studies to bear on discussions and studies of new
media and their technologies and vice versa. They offer ways of thinking about new
media that disrupt what we think we know about it, and they demonstrate what queer
theory can gain from an interested consideradon of media and technology. Along
these lines, in their solo and collaborative performance art work, Zach Bias and Micha
Cárdenas have made contribudons to our ways of thinking about transgender em-
bodiments, queer sexualides, new media technologies, and other aspects of mediation
that might be considered under the rubric of "Queer OS." By innovating things such
as "transcoder," which is "a queer programming anti-language," or instructing people
on how to build a gay bomb. Bias's work prompts us to quesdon our assumptions about
what technology is and what it can do. Both Bias and Cardenas are producing work
that strives to forge new reladonships between living beings and the environment by
working with, through, and at dmes in spite of technology.'^

Bias, Cárdenas, and others working at the theory-pracdce nexus of queer theory,
trans and gender studies, and technology can help nuance understandings of queer,
gender, and technology because their work points to ways of embracing queer and gender
as technologies. In this regard, a Queer OS project also could involve reading their
oeuvres (which can be grasped as Queer OS), as well as those of other artists working
to (re)forge queerness within new media and technology, alongside exisdng scholarship
on "race and/as technology" and the ardsdc expressions and rhetorics that make that
formuladon percepdble.

A Queer OS project might nodce, for example, that Wendy Hui Kyong Chun's
essay "Race and/as Technology or How to Do Things to Race" becomes just a bit
queerer through the revisions that accompanied its transformadon from serving as the
introducdon to the special issue "Race and/as Technology" of Camera Obscura that
Chun coedited with Lynne Joyrich in 2007 to a stand-alone essay in the 2012 coUec-
don Race after the Internet, coedited by Lisa Nakamura and Peter A. Chow-White, and
build upon that observation. It is only in the latter version of the essay that Chun turns
to Greg Pak's 2003 feature film Robot Stories to rethink arguments she made in the past
regarding "high tech Orientalism—the high tech abjecdon of the Asian/Asian Ameri-
can other.""

14 See, e.g., "Lecture: 'Keys to Turing' by Homay King Nov. 8, Visual Arts Center, Beam Classroom, English, Calendar

(Bowdoin)," http://www.bowdoin.edu/calendar/event.jsp?bid=601095&rid=68848.

15 Jacob Gaboury, "A Queer History of Computing: Part Four," Rhizome.org, http://rhizome.Org/editorial/2013/may/6

/queer-history-computing-part-four/.

16 See "Queer Technologies—Automating Pen/erse Possibilities," http://www.queertechnologies.infOi Micha Cárdenas,

"Micha Cárdenas—Movement, Technology, Politics," http://transreal.org.

17 Wendy Hui Kong Chun, "Race and/as Technology or How to Do Things to Race," in Race after the internet, ed. Lisa

Nakamura and Peter Ohow-White (New York: Routledge, 2011), 49¡ Chun, "Introduction: Race and/as Technology;

or. How to Do Things to Race," Camera Obscura 24, no. 1 70 (2009): 7-35.
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Stating that her réévaluation of high-tech Orientalism is inspired by Beth Cole-
man's essay "Race as Technology," Chun presents Pak's film as an exploration of
"the extent to which high tech Orientalism might be the ground from which some
other future can be created; the ground from which dreams can be made to fly, flower,
in freaky, queer unexpected ways."'^ Chun's discussion of Robot Stories attends to the
meaningful ways that technology, race, gender, and sexuality work together in the film.
She claims that "what is remarkable" by the end of Robot Stories is that "the invisibility
and universality usually granted to whiteness has disappeared, not to be taken up
seamlessly by Asian Americans and African Americans, but rather to be reworked
to displace both what is considered to be technological and what is considered to be
human."' '

Though Chun does not pursue an evaluation of the work that "queer" does in Robot
Stories, it is clear from her discussion (as it is in the film) that something queer persists
(even after her brief discussions of the queer sexual acts in the film) in her reading of
how Robot Stories makes race do things within high-tech Orientalism other than repro-
duce its logics. It could be argued that what Chun calls Pak's methodology is presented
in the film as a Queer OS. Chun describes it in this way:

The opening credits of Robot Stories, which begins with the now stereotypi-
cal stream of 1 s and Os, encapsulates Pak's methodology nicely. Rather than
these Is and Os combining to produce the name of the actors, etc. (as in Ghosts
in the Shell and The Matrix), the credits interrupt this diagonal stream. . . . As
the sequence proceeds, littie robots are revealed to be the source of the Is and
Os. Shortiy after they are revealed, one malfunctions, turning a different color,
and produces a 2 . . . . Soon, all the robots follow, turn various colors and pro-
duce all sorts of colorful base-10 numbers. Thus, robots turn out in the end
to be colorful and operate in the same manner—and in the same numerical
base—as humans. The soundtrack features a Country and Western song tell-
ing Mama to let herself go free. The Is and Os, rather than being readable,
are made to soar, to color the robots that are ourselves.

In Chun's description of Pak's methodology. Queer OS can be grasped as a malfunc-
tion within technologies that secure "robot" and "human," a malfunction with a ca-
pacity to reorder things that can, perhaps, "make race do different things," tell "Mama
to let herself go free," and make what was legible soar into unpredictable relations. *

Tata McPherson directed me to several of the scholars and essays discussed in this piece. Chandra Ford, Patty Ahn, Damon
Toting, Julia Himberg, and the editors at C inema Journa l offered helpßil suggestions at different moments in the writing of
this piece. All faults are mine.

18 Chun, "Race and/as Technology," 49. Chun refers to Beth Coleman, "Race as Technology," Camera Obscura 24, no.

1 70 (2009): 177-207.

19 Chun, "Race and/as Technology," 56.

20 Ibid., 56.
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1

Introduction: A Book Is Being Cataloged

Nothing—no form of contact with people of any gender or 
sexuality—makes me feel so, simply, homosexual as the evocation 
of library afternoons of dead-end searches, “wild” guesses that, as 

I got more experienced, turned out to be almost always right.

— EVE KOSOFSKY SEDGWICK, “A Poem Is Being Written”

Though in the higher forms at school the children were no 
longer beaten, the infl uence of such occasions was replaced 
and more than replaced by the effects of reading. . . . In my 
patients’ milieu it was almost always the same books whose 

contents gave a new stimulus to the beating-phantasies.

—SIGMUND FREUD, “A Child Is Being Beaten”

In her 1987 essay “A Poem Is Being Written,” Sedgwick wrote about her 
own encounters with the organizing practices in the library, hinting that 
cataloging effectively withholds information and stifl es interpretation. She 
suggested that the erasures of potential homosexual readings in the library 
are instructive in doing the history of sexuality: “The wooden subject, au-
thor, and title catalogues frustrate and educate the young idea.”1 It seems 
that her experiences of libraries informed one of the central arguments 
she subsequently developed in Epistemology of the Closet—that the “per-
formative aspects of texts” and “reader relations” are “sites of defi nitional 
creation, violence, and rupture in relation to particular readers, particular 
institutional circumstances.”2 Sedgwick held that silence is as performa-
tive as speech and that it depends upon the privileging of ignorance over 
knowledge. Her theorizing of homosexual readings was in no small part in-
spired by the disciplinary acts that hide queer interpretations from desiring 
readers and from her own frustrating visits to the library, where she found 
literary works and their relations reduced in ways that prohibited intertex-
tual encounters. Umberto Eco has arrived at similar conclusions, stating 
that “eventually there arose in libraries the function of making materials 
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2 Introduction

 unavailable, and thus of not encouraging reading,” implying a history of 
techniques that have taken on the appearance of systematically hiding texts.3 
Carrying forward this notion that the library silences particular interpre-
tations and intertextual relations, it follows that libraries are complicit in 
privileging and circulating ignorance—inhibiting rather than opening up 
bodies of literature as sources of various knowledges. The classifi cations in 
the library unabashedly perform a kind of defi nitional creation by putting 
texts into play, organizing them in relation to one another, and authorizing 
the rules for how terms and classes are created and applied.

In other words, the tools and techniques involved in determining where 
books are to be placed on library shelves and naming them in authorized 
terms are classifi catory mechanisms that reduce texts and their readings 
to disciplined subjects. The books on the shelves, organized according to 
standard systems like the Library of Congress Classifi cation (LCC) and 
Library of Congress Subject Headings (LCSH), not only refl ect and give 
form to the academic disciplines, but, as I will reveal in the pages that fol-
low, the categories that designate what library books are about actively 
produce, reproduce, and privilege certain subjects and disciplinary norms. 
I am interested in the temporal and spatial dimensions and the relations of 
power at play in the library and in how, regardless of the multiple read-
ings and trajectories of any given book, library classifi cations designate and 
delimit relations across texts and readers. Below I present the historical 
foundations that ground this project and the cross-disciplinary theoretical 
conversations with which it is in dialogue.

Becoming Perverse

A social and intellectual history of perversion and perversity that reads 
the library shelves and catalog as primary sources provides a unique lens 
through which to do the history of sexuality. Given the centrality of the 
library to the academy, part of the aim of this work is to bring libraries 
into interdisciplinary conversations about the histories of knowledge pro-
duction, taxonomies, sexuality, and the state. An intertextual reading of 
relationships among the subject headings, the medical and social scientifi c 
classifi cations for sexual variance, and the works to which these are meant 
to afford access problematizes the catalog and classifi cation systems as in-
terfaces where prevailing attitudes and assumptions in scholarship emerge 
and produce universalized terms and divisions. It shows the shifts over time 
in scholarship, including changes in what counts as a perverse expression 
or behavior and what counts as knowledge, by confronting the treatment 
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Introduction 3

of perversion by different disciplines and the treatment of the disciplines 
by libraries. Perhaps unsurprisingly, where we locate “perverse” subjects, 
we fi nd that that the classifi cations fail to capture them. The concept of 
perversion pushes these systems to their limits, dismantling and opening 
them up to more just ways of organizing and fi nding knowledge in the li-
brary. By problematizing the systems and exposing their failings, the hope 
is that we fi nd possibilities for creating new ways of facilitating queer and 
perverse readings. Using Sedgwick’s account of her own reading practices 
as a guide—that for her, “becoming a perverse reader was never a matter 
of my condescension to texts, rather of the surplus charge of my trust in 
them to remain powerful, refractory, and exemplary”—we gain a sense of 
the potential that such a practice holds.4 In becoming perverse readers it 
becomes differently possible to forge alternative, creative relations with 
texts and to gain insights into how we might facilitate rich and productive 
intertextual relationships and subjectivities across the library.

The failure of the catalog record for Epistemology of the Closet in captur-
ing the aboutness of the text confi rms that certain books simply do not 
lend themselves to classifi catory acts. Certainly, sexuality does not easily 
submit to a spatially or temporally fi xed position or set of terms. I use 
the concept of perversion as a lens through which to analyze the limits of 
the classifi cations and the potential for literatures to challenge those limits 
because, while the term has all kinds of sexual connotations, it can be ap-
plied to a more general condition of refusal and resistance to normative 
forces and laws. Perverse subjects of various sorts have negotiated their 
positions in relation to scientifi c research over time, in part by confront-
ing norms, by failing or refusing to obey the law, and by enacting desires 
that resist regulatory categories. And if we recall from history the mo-
ments in which sexual perversion has been policed in order to strengthen 
the U.S.  citizenry—and that the most persecuted “perverts” have been 
homosexuals—we recognize how this term “perversion” has been and is 
still deployed as a tool to regulate, normalize, and punish.

My aim is not to reclaim or reappropriate “perversion.” Nor am I using 
“pervert” or “perversion” as identity categories, types, or sites. Rather, I 
echo Patricia MacCormack’s conceptualization of perversion, which for 
her is a tactic rather than a subjective mode of being. I am not advocating 
or interested in any move toward identifi cations with becoming a pervert, 
whatever that means. Instead, we can view perversion as a becoming—an 
opening, a process that challenges normative categories and ideals. For 
MacCormack, perversion “is found in how the constellation of sexuality, 
desire and the fl esh are thought, not the way this constellation fi ts into 
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4 Introduction

established sexual defi nitions and meanings.”5 Becoming perverse means 
that we are not working toward any identity claim but that we are moving 
toward destabilizing the mechanisms that structure and sustain normative 
sexualities and identities. It means that we are challenging the systems that 
assert, catalog, and control thinkable subjects while rendering others un-
spoken and unthought. Rather than being a question of reappropriating 
or reterritorializing, perversion is an endless questioning of and resistance 
within relations of power with the aim of disjoining subjects from the sys-
tem and its names and notations. It foregrounds the ways in which normal-
ization and normativity require “forgetting that perversity is the grounds 
of possibility for sexuality itself.”6

What I am pursuing here is a trajectory that aims at viewing perver-
sion as action that carries a positive force, similar to the use of “queer” as 
a verb. I wish to seek ways in which perverse readings and subjects can be 
understood as resisting dominant forces. The library is a space where dif-
ference has been “used as an instrument of an archival mode of power,” re-
inscribing and reiterating the categories upon which power depends.7 This 
project disjoins the category of perversion from the discourse of truth in 
which it has been enforced and deployed in service to power, in order to 
push the category and the classifi catory systems from which it operates 
beyond their limits. The perverse pushes back, exceeds, and refuses the 
mechanisms presented in this book, thereby revealing spaces where the 
systems break down. Rather than giving themselves over to convention, 
we might say that perverse readings, composed of “disciplinary excessive” 
fi gures and subjects, have no “bibliographic shape” and invite a multiplic-
ity of interpretations and signifi cance.8

We might also, as MacCormack suggests, think of perversion as “an 
ethical tactic towards transformation as much as it is a subversive one, 
because it refutes the desirability of being accepted within dominant dis-
course, without refuting its own history or forgetting the accountability of 
the dominant.”9 As with Julia Kristeva’s account of abjection, perversion 
is that which “disturbs identity, system, order. What does not respect bor-
ders, position, rules.”10 Indeed, Kristeva makes this association, as well—
“the abject is perverse because it neither gives up nor assumes a prohibi-
tion, a rule, or a law; but turns them aside, misleads, corrupts; uses them, 
takes advantage of them, the better to deny them.”11 To be perverse may 
be to live well, as it is by way of perversity that we dismantle oppressive 
systems and the hierarchies upon which they are built. Perversion turns 
the system on itself. It reveals the absurdity and impossibility of mastering 
the bibliographic universe.
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Introduction 5

My use of perversion aims to challenge laws that are deployed to uphold 
unjust power relations. To be perverse is to be vulnerable because being 
illegible and outside the law is to be at risk of being coerced into a category 
with a name and its rules or to suffer the painful consequences of failing 
or renouncing the law. Arguably, it is within states of domination that we 
need always to be in the process of becoming perverse. It is where arms 
of the state reduce and normalize subjects to narrowly or broadly defi ned 
names and classes in service to power that we need to disturb. I do not ad-
vocate any and all of the sexual or other kinds of perversions, and, surely, 
care must be taken in choosing how to go about resisting the law. I would 
not at all suggest that anything goes, nor would I call for any act or position 
that abuses others. At the same time, I think it’s important not to disavow 
all power relations and their games because, as Foucault tells us, “Where 
there is desire, the power relation is already present.”12 Rather, we should 
guard against an abuse of power, which occurs where “one imposes one’s 
fantasies, appetites, and desires on others.”13 If we heed Foucault’s call for 
a concern for the care of the self, we might take comfort in the recogni-
tion that we can fi nd ways to resist relations of power without becoming 
what we protest against. Indeed, the care of the self includes a care for 
others and aims to manage the space of power relations in a manner that 
upholds others’ freedom. Becoming perverse in this spirit means to honor 
freedom.

For Foucault freedom becomes possible only with self-knowledge. 
Link ing ethics to a game of truth, he contends that to know oneself one 
must know the “rules of acceptable conduct or of principles that are both 
truths and prescriptions.”14 Knowledge and care of the self mitigate the 
risk of dominating others. This is why we should care about the classifi ca-
tion of subjects in the library. It is by way of names and disciplinary norms 
that we arrive at knowledge in libraries. It is via markers that draw lines 
between normal and abnormal, often in cruel and punishing ways, that we 
learn about ourselves and the world. Countless stories describe sexually 
curious people learning about their bodies and inclinations through library 
books.

We might also think in terms of object relations, as explained by Debo-
rah Britzman: “Object relations are not just a story of how we use objects 
but rather how, through relating, we begin to inaugurate and structure our 
very capacity to position ourselves in reality and phantasy, and so, to the 
very work of thinking.”15 I suggest that the relations set forth in the library 
are integral to reading practice, and the structures that organize knowl-
edge affect the circulation and reception of texts. As knowledge about sex 
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6 Introduction

and sexuality has been organized according to particular schemes drawn up 
by the Library of Congress, it is of utmost importance that we interrogate 
the authoritative mechanisms at play in order to arrive at an understand-
ing of how “subject[s] fi t into a certain game of truth” and how, for what 
purposes, and for whom knowledge is organized and circulated within that 
game, as well as the ways those mechanisms structure reading practices 
and self-knowledge.16

My sincere hope is that this book will be viewed as a work that conducts 
and invites creative critique, with the aim toward inventing new ways of 
thinking about knowledge organization. This project, which investigates 
the normative, regulatory categories advanced in power-knowledge-sex 
relations in the library, is one that aims to undo and remake. It is one of 
perpetually questioning norms and refashioning, reconceptualizing, and 
repairing where necessary. Indeed, it is invested in presenting the library 
as perverse, in a sense that we most often regard as dangerous for its abuse 
of power. And I view the “perverse” as ethical subjects that call the library 
into question. It is not simply a reversal but a reworking of the assumptions 
we live by.

What Can a Body of Literature Do?

Action and becoming perverse are at the heart of the theme underlying the 
tensions expressed in this book. Relying on the notion that all entities take 
shape in relation to other entities, this project has everything to do with 
the question “What can a body do?” Applying Deleuze’s reading of Spinoza 
to library books, this question cleanly drives at what is at stake. What can a 
body of literature become within the disciplinary conventions of the acad-
emy and the library? How does a classifi cation map relationships among 
books and disciplines? How do perverse subjects subvert these dividing 
lines? What kinds of bodies and connections become possible with the de-
formation and dissolution of the systems and the opening and release of 
texts? Is it possible to imagine more fruitful ways of organizing the library 
and facilitating intertextual readings?

Ian Buchanan has explained that Deleuze’s joy in reading Spinoza de-
rived from the way in which Spinoza presents the body as a model: “He 
does not simply modify our knowledge of the body, he presents the body 
as knowledge.”17 For Spinoza and Deleuze the body and mind must be 
thought together, with the awareness that what happens to the body also 
happens to the mind. Extending this line of thought, I am interested in 
what bodies of literature do in the minds of readers but also in how works 
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Introduction 7

speak and respond to one another and give rise to other texts and ideas. 
I consider the ways in which organizational structures animate bodies of 
literature and in fact make it possible to fi nd books—that they may be 
thought to bring the bodies of literature to life and render them meaning-
ful and usable. As all “bodies are site- and time-specifi c according to the 
inscriptions of language and other modes of writing,” and as “subjectiv-
ity is granted to bodies only through the co-presence of other bodies in 
space,” the spatial and temporal relations on the shelves and in the catalog 
reveal much about the contours and relations across subjectivities and how 
they are granted.18 The structuring mechanisms in the library give a cer-
tain kind of presence to relations of power in time and space by displaying 
the organizational schema on the shelves and in the catalog. Reading the 
shelves shows how bodies of literature have grown and shifted through 
the accumulation of texts in different spaces in the library. In the words of 
Deleuze and Guattari,

We know nothing about a body until we know what it can do, in other 
words, what its affects are, how they can or cannot enter into composi-
tion with other affects, with the affects of another body, either to de-
stroy that body or to be destroyed by it, either to exchange actions and 
passions with it or to join with it in composing another more powerful 
body.19

Deleuze measures the health of a body by its capacity to form new rela-
tions and what those relations then produce or decompose. A healthy body 
is one that has a multiplicity of affects and corresponding relations. It fol-
lows, then, that a “healthy” body of literature is one that has and engages 
a multiplicity of readings and that relations among texts give rise to more 
texts and more readings. To my mind, the ideal library is one that facili-
tates as many fruitful readings and reader relations as possible.

Similarly, Sedgwick moves beyond the questions of whether a piece 
of knowledge is true and “how do we know?” to questions of utility and 
consequences: “What does knowledge do—the pursuit of it, the having 
and exposing of it, the receiving again of knowledge of what one already 
knows?” How, asks Sedgwick, “is knowledge performative, and how best 
does one move among its causes and effects?”20 A critical subtext across 
Sedgwick’s body of work is, in fact, bound to knowledge organization, or 
the inquiry into what taxonomies and their categories do—what bearing 
they have on how we come to know and what that means for how bodies of 
literature and knowledge are activated, circulated, and grow. Of great con-
sequence are the authorities under which taxonomies are produced and the 
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8 Introduction

cultural and political contexts that play into the question of what counts as 
knowledge.

I have conducted this research in part as a response to the specious 
claim that library classifi cations simply refl ect the literature and are nec-
essarily fl awed because the published literature presents certain, limited 
points of view. In doing this work, it has become apparent to me that this 
argument fails to hold for a range of subjects. With regard to sexuality, the 
library has privileged particular (mostly scientifi c and medical) literatures 
from which to draw what librarians call “literary warrant”—the principle 
on which subject authorization is based. In the case of headings, the Li-
brary of Congress’s policy is to “establish a subject heading for a topic that 
represents a discrete, identifi able concept when it is fi rst encountered in 
a work being cataloged, rather than after several works on the topic have 
been published and cataloged.”21 This language suggests that a new head-
ing should be created when a work is cataloged and there is no existing sub-
ject heading that adequately represents the aboutness of that work. When 
it comes to sexuality, however, this principle is often disregarded. “Queer,” 
as a case in point, has not been added as an authorized heading as of 2016, 
despite the fact that hundreds of books on queer culture and people feature 
the term. The proliferation of “queer” across literatures would otherwise 
have surpassed the minimum requirements of literary warrant, but because 
it is viewed to be controversial and offensive to some, warrant is considered 
insuffi cient for authorization.22 By ignoring “queer” subjects, the library 
in effect denies the existence of a fi eld of inquiry and an identity category. 
“Queer theory” was added as a LC subject heading in 2006, many years 
after it appeared in the literature, but this heading is limited in application 
and scope to theoretical works.

The project is also in part a response to a pervasive sentiment revealed 
in the following exchange between a library patron and the chief of the 
Subject Cataloging Division at the Library of Congress. Upon browsing 
her library’s shelves at the University of Washington in 1989, the patron 
noticed that books on child molestation were shelved next to books on 
gay men and lesbians. She wrote to the director of Bibliographic Control 
and Access Services at the University Library and asked that the books be 
recataloged.23 The librarian forwarded the letter to Mary K. D. Pietris, 
chief of the Subject Cataloging Division at the LoC, who then responded 
directly to the patron:

I can understand your concern that works on sex crimes class next to 
works on gays, but this is an accident of classifi cation, in which some 
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Introduction 9

topics must appear next to other topics although there may be no rela-
tion between them except that they are a subtopic of a larger subject. 
. . . To even begin to contemplate any intent other than to arrange 
works on distinct topics on the shelves boggles the mind.24

The book before you provides an account of an attempt to perform this 
mind-boggling work. Taking the LoC and its catalog and classifi cations 
as primary historical sources—as documents, archives, and archival in-
struments—it demonstrates that this problem is not simply “an accident 
of classifi cation” but the result of deeply embedded practices with social, 
political, and historical roots that have organized and circulated norma-
tive discourses about sexuality.25 Sexual variation has been organized into 
medical and scientifi c categories, and this has a bearing not only on how 
books are accessed but also on how bodies of literature and fi elds of study 
are formed.

Let me be clear: This study has been an act of love. I view libraries 
to be absolutely essential in a democratic society, but I also believe that 
critique opens a fi eld of vision so that we see where we can do better. It is 
a credit to the institution of librarianship that these tools are open to the 
public and available to criticism. In sharp contrast, the taxonomies that 
support proprietary search engines like Google are impossible to view, 
and the paths by which we come to knowledge in commercial spaces are 
made possible by intrusive surveillance and marketing techniques. Librar-
ies uniquely serve their publics, whether they are scholarly communities or 
local residents, and the Library of Congress provides an invaluable public 
service by providing bibliographic technologies that facilitate access and 
sharing around the globe. At the same time, libraries have a complicated 
history that is inextricably tied to the history of the United States, and the 
classifi cations reveal some of the ways in which the making and expansion 
of democracy is marked by violence and control.

Power/Knowledge/Classifi cation

Assuming the frame “knowledge is power,” Patrick Wilson, in his 1968 
essay on bibliographic control, suggested that the organization of knowl-
edge is in fact “power over power.”26 It is true that each individual cata-
loger holds a degree of power, but more signifi cant is the fact that the 
standard-bearing institution in bibliographic control and the organization 
of cultural memory in our research and public libraries is, in fact, tied to 
the state. As the oldest federal cultural institution in the United States and 
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10 Introduction

the largest library in the world, the Library of Congress serves the U.S. 
Congress and the U.S. public and also sets the standards by which libraries 
around the globe are organized. It occupies a critical space where medi-
cal, social science, political, literary, and other discourses from around the 
world are collected, arranged, standardized, and disseminated. The LoC 
has a direct role in knowledge organization for Congress and the public, 
and as Samuel Collins argues, “the work of the Library [of Congress] in 
the ‘information age’ is not only a matter of arranging and classifying ‘in-
formation,’ but about positioning ‘citizen-readers’ in relation to it and, by 
synecdochic extension, to the reins of government and the power of the 
State.”27 Indeed, the LoC collects and catalogs much more than books. 
It is home to an expansive archive that contains documents including the 
Declaration of Independence and collections of papers from people such as 
Sigmund Freud, Abraham Lincoln, Hannah Arendt, and Frederick Doug-
las. It has the largest map collection in the world and houses important 
artifacts, including the Farm Security Administration /Offi ce of War In-
formation photographs, as well as objects and texts from around the world. 
As the LoC must also be considered a museum and an archive, this book 
is in direct conversation with the growing body of research on the role of 
archives in national and colonial narratives. It is also in dialogue with the 
expansive body of work on taxonomies for sexuality and race—particularly 
those works that consider the ways in which classifi cations contribute to 
the production of national ideals, identities, and ideologies.28

Foucault suggested that it was the selection, organization, and central-
ization of knowledges that brought the possibility of the modern state. The 
disciplines were used to construct a historical discourse that allowed “the 
State to talk about itself.”29 In fact, reading the classifi cations as documents, 
we see that the arrangement of subjects into disciplines is a narrative about 
how librarians have viewed sexualized objects of study—not only in rela-
tion to one another—but in relation to the project of nation building. I 
read the Library of Congress Classifi cation and Subject Headings as histo-
ries of the United States and as technologies of the state, where categories 
have been “inscribed in the order of the imaginary.”30 Such an analysis 
reveals the extent to which the nation relies on unifi ed categories in or-
der to write its history and confi rm the universality of the state as well as 
the ways in which the classifi cations support national interests. Placing the 
LoC within a group of federal bureaucracies that developed categories for 
constructing ideas about the nation and its citizens reveals library classifi -
cations to be tools of metaphysics and political economy. Indeed, Barbara 
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Tillett, the former director of the Cataloging Policy and Standards Offi ce 
at the Library of Congress, has acknowledged that choices about subject 
headings and classifi cations tend to refl ect the attitudes and beliefs of the 
federal government.31

This point became publicly evident just before this book went to press. 
In March 2016 the Library of Congress announced that it planned to in-
troduce two subject headings, “Unauthorized immigration” and “Non-
citizens,” to replace the existing “Illegal aliens.”32 Prompted by a petition 
circulated by a group of students and librarians at Dartmouth College to 
the LoC to change “Illegal aliens” to “Undocumented immigrants,” the 
two new headings are meant to convey more clearly the concepts in cur-
rent language.33 The authorization was quickly met by protest from the 
U.S. House of Representatives, members of which are pressuring the LoC 
to retain “Aliens” or “Illegal aliens.” Conservative members of the House 
Appropriations Committee introduced a provision to maintain the head-
ing in its report accompanying a bill for the funding of federal institutions, 
including the Library of Congress, in fi scal year 2017. On April 13, 2016, 
Representative Diane Black (R-Tenn.) introduced the bill H.R. 4926, 
known as the Stopping Partisan Policy at the Library of Congress Act, 
directing the LoC to retain “Aliens” and “Illegal Aliens.” And on May 16, 
2016, four members of Congress, including former presidential candidate 
Ted Cruz, issued a letter to the acting Librarian of Congress, request-
ing a reversal of the change and accusing the LoC of bowing to “political 
pressure of the moment.”34 In profoundly conservative fashion, the con-
gressmen indicated that “alien” has such tremendous historical weight that 
changing it would impede access to information for immigration scholars, 
jurists, and sociologists who are accustomed to the term. Citing William 
Blackstone’s eighteenth-century Commentaries on the Laws of England as 
exemplary of the types of texts that use “aliens,” they charged that chang-
ing the heading is an Orwellian tactic that would have grave consequences. 
The letter demonstrates their ignorance with regard to the principles of 
literary warrant and currency of language, but much more interesting is 
the fact that these members of Congress view subject headings to mat-
ter and were compelled to intervene. Indeed, Representative Black argued 
that the subject heading change is a “needless policy change,” as if the 
authorization of taxonomic terminology for access to information should 
be regarded as federal policy making.35 As of this writing, the LoC has 
posted an online survey for members of the public to offer comments on 
the proposed heading change.
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12 Introduction

In the case of books on sexual perversion, broadly and strangely defi ned 
in the eyes of the library, bodies of literature have occupied positions in 
service to a medicalized discipline or as agents of the federal government 
in sexual policing. By looking at the cataloging of texts on a range of sexual 
expressions, acts, and identifi cations, we fi nd that more often than not 
these classifi catory mechanisms produce absurd, unjust, or otherwise pe-
culiar bodies of literature. The subject headings, classifi cation marks, and 
symbols that are all created in this massive government library act as com-
ponents of an elaborate regulatory machine that renders bodies intelligible, 
normalized, and unifi ed under academic disciplines, while those subjects 
that don’t obey a norm are rendered invisible or marginal. By reading li-
brary classifi cations against the grain, we fi nd spaces where abstractions of 
state discourse mask state violence.36

Library classifi cations and the institutions from which they arise—in 
this case, the Library of Congress—remain underexamined apparatuses 
in the production of subjects. Although the disciplines of the academy are 
neatly laid out and displayed on the library shelves, little attention has been 
paid to the complex processes of disciplinary power that take place at the 
LoC. These systems are, in fact, apparatuses that create and organize sub-
jects and give rise to bodies of literature with methodologies, languages, 
audiences, and topics for discussion. The arrangement of books on the 
shelves displays the participants in dialogue in relation to particular dis-
ciplines. It would be shortsighted to suggest that the shelves simply mir-
ror the academic disciplines. As I will continue to point out, the LoC is 
selective in determining how to refl ect and reproduce the disciplines. The 
academy and its libraries are mutually reinforcing, and their reproductive 
power extends far beyond library and university walls as they embed and 
circulate normalizing state discourses about citizenship and belonging. By 
examining LoC cataloging technologies as apparatuses, we begin to see 
the role of libraries in situating knowledges about sexuality in privileged 
domains and naming them accordingly. We also fi nd that the library’s ar-
rangements of gendered and racialized subjects are enmeshed in and rein-
force particular ways of historicizing subjectivity and citizenship. As these 
standards are repeated across a globalized network of libraries, the catalog 
reveals itself to be a colonized space where the classifi cations of knowledge 
about humans and the humanities are designed in ways that fortify the state 
and convey an imagined nation. The Enlightenment era–inspired devices 
organize library subjects into discrete categories in a vast rational and sci-
entifi c infrastructure to serve and produce an informed citizenry.
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I regard the classifi cations as apparatuses in Agamben’s sense, which 
includes “anything that has in some way the capacity to capture, orient, 
determine, intercept, model, control, or secure the gestures, behaviors, 
opinions, or discourses of living beings.”37 Agamben calls for us to think 
beyond panoptic prisons, factories, and schools and to consider the pen, 
computers, and even philosophy and language to be apparatuses that cap-
ture and subjectify. He places all objects in the world into two categories: 
living beings (substances) and apparatuses, and he offers an in-between 
class—the subject, “which results from the relation and, so to speak, from 
the relentless fi ght between living beings and apparatuses.”38 With sub-
jects in the library, I suggest it is the language of the library classifi cations 
that brings form to bodies of literature, breathes meaning into them, and 
facilitates engagement. These classifi cations give the illusion that a subject 
can be attained and contained—that a work can fi t into a reality pres-
ent in one place on the shelves. This frame brings into view the tensions 
derived from the materially organizing taxonomic apparatuses that bring 
order and make a collection usable even as they simultaneously constrain 
works within the collection.

The disciplinary lines drawn by such systems are tenuous at best, but 
surely in their attempts to delineate what books are about, they control 
and cordon off would-be intertextualities, entanglements, and interdisci-
plinarity.39 As Agamben might suggest, however, although the apparatus is 
what brings the text into being, the text cannot be reduced to the librarian’s 
disciplinary act.40 Indeed, the text will take on a life of its own— one that 
escapes the controls of the classifi er, the position on the shelf, the author, 
and even the text itself. How that book is taken up by others, circulated, 
read, interpreted, and cited is out of anyone’s or any system’s hands. Liter-
ary bodies and their readers are anything but docile.

My hope is that readers will share with me the pleasure in removing the 
boundaries between human bodies and bodies of literature. That is to say 
that I seek pleasure in these texts and the intertextuality among the books, 
the bodies of literature, and the bodies who read and write and take shape 
by ingesting the texts while giving new life to the texts through their read-
ings. Bodies of literature and fl eshly bodies here are all regarded as texts 
that proliferate meaning and have material effects on one another and in 
the world. In the library of my dreams I envision a terrifi c intermingling of 
bodies of all types, inscribing one another with meaning in fl esh and paper 
and blood and ink, acting out love and desire and fantasy and violence on 
the shelves and in the rooms of the library. I see something like Foucault’s 
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bibilotheque fantastique, where the books dream other books.41 I imagine a 
time before any classifi catory apparatus took hold, before the “universe of 
language . . . absorbed our sexuality, denatured it, placed it in a void where 
it establishes its sovereignty,” and placed limits by way of laws.42 It is a 
space where the abject and sublime come together.

Of course, I don’t want just any book. I do depend on my librarians to 
act as curators of knowledge by selecting and cataloging books that will 
fuel my desires. It would be impossible to fi nd them if there were no order 
in the library. And so it is with gratitude that I peruse the HQ section and 
then wander over to the philosophy books in the Bs and then the library 
science section in the Zs. I fi nd tremendous pleasure in seeking books and 
lingering among the ordered stacks. But then my pleasures are interrupted 
by certain jarring disciplinary associations, like the shelving of Gayspeak 
(Pilgrim Press, 1981), a book on communication styles of gay people, next 
to books on child sexual abuse. And I wonder how much I’m missing and 
why these books are placed where they are. I can’t help feeling a certain 
discord and a sense that I’ve lost my way. I feel the weight of the relations 
of power in motion in the library— ones that, until recently, I haven’t un-
derstood well enough to consent to.

The library is an erotically charged space. Some might even regard the 
pleasurable experience of browsing and losing and fi nding oneself in the 
stacks as an exercise in sadomasochism. The classifi catory apparatuses in 
the library, with their disciplinary divisions and regularizing and shaming 
techniques, often bar opportunities for cross-disciplinary play, prohibit the 
intermingling of bodies, and cut the perverse from the normal (as if such 
an act was actually possible). In the library space, submission to and enact-
ment of technologies of control facilitate and inhibit promiscuousness in 
browsing, perverse readings, and bodily pleasures.

I have resolved to keep this study to printed and bound books. Stem-
ming from my interest in the preservation of the book and my belief that 
the digital realm can in no way replicate the sensualities and fantasies of 
the library and its books, I am delaying discussions of digital technologies 
until the last chapter. For those of us who are frustrated and troubled by 
the disappearing stacks, who would prefer to hold a book made of paper 
and cloth and turn its pages, for those of us who browse and love to linger 
in the library, it seems that explicitly privileging the printed book is a po-
litical statement in itself. I would add that issues of naming and taxonomies 
are not likely to be solved in the digital universe, and in fact, the questions 
I raise here are applicable to any technology or topic that operates through 
categories.
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I have also decided intentionally to defer deployment of the term “user” 
until the very end of the book, where it will take a specifi c meaning. The 
idea of the user in libraries and information systems has become so preva-
lent in the fi eld of library and information studies that the term’s signifi -
cance reaches beyond conceptualization as put forth in the ever-increasing 
body of user studies research. Ron Day foregrounds the extent to which the 
user is being used and argues that the user has been constructed, as has her 
needs, in ways that propagate systems and system designers.43 Around the 
same time that describing the “aboutness” of works became the rule, the 
“reader” was transformed into a “user” who employed tools like classifi ca-
tions to meet information “needs.”44 The user has been manipulated into 
needing what the systems produce. It is for these reasons that, instead of the 
term “user,” I speak of readers, visitors, and patrons. I will self- consciously 
introduce the user in the epilogue to put a masochistic user into play in a 
charged, consensual power play with the library and its systems.

Disciplining Bodies of Literature

The history of librarianship parallels that of sexuality studies, and these 
fi elds intersect in critical ways in the creation of classifi cations and defi ni-
tions of sexual perversion. The late nineteenth and early twentieth centu-
ries witnessed a surge in bureaucratization and standardization in business 
and science, and librarianship and sexuality were among the fi elds that 
became professionalized with the pretense toward being scientifi c in order 
to gain legitimacy. Elaborate taxonomies were central to both the scientifi c 
study of sexuality and the scientifi c management of libraries. For sexolo-
gists the goal was to organize sexual variance according to deviations from 
a norm, and for librarians the mission was to organize the entire universe 
of knowledge, of which sexuality was necessarily a part. Both contributed 
to wider projects in organizing citizenries.

The Library of Congress Classifi cation and Subject Headings were de-
signed when the LoC moved into its new home, the stately Jefferson Build-
ing, in 1897. Eight hundred tons of books, pamphlets, maps, manuscripts, 
prints, and music lay in heaps in boxes and on fl oors, to catalog and shelve 
(see Figure 1).45 The enormous task of assessing and organizing such a 
massive quantity of printed and recorded material required an effi cient 
and expert group of librarians, as well as systems to organize this mass of 
knowledge. Librarian John Russell Young had begun to make plans for or-
ganizing the Library of Congress during his brief period of service, from 
1897 until 1899. Young unexpectedly died and was replaced by Herbert 
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Putnam, who served as Librarian of Congress from 1899 to 1939. William 
Warner Bishop, in his tribute to Putnam, described the situation in the 
new library building as one that must have been terribly daunting:

What the new Librarian of Congress thought of the situation he found 
we are not permitted to know. . . . Briefl y, he found a small staff lack-
ing systematic organization, a huge mass of books but ill arranged on 
Mr. Jefferson’s scheme of classifi cation, an imperfect author catalogue 
on large slips, but no subject catalogue or shelf-list; meager funds for 
purchases and none for publication; material special in form, that is 
prints, maps, music, manuscripts, and the like, in enormous quantities 
but not well catalogued, arranged, and served by specialists; . . . large 
annual accessions, chiefl y from copyright and from exchange; a mag-
nifi cent and imposing building, itself a pledge and promise of support 
from Congress.46

The effi ciency and masterfulness with which Putnam and his team of 
catalogers, led by J. C. M. Hanson, sorted and cataloged these materials 
is nothing short of remarkable. We must observe, though, that it was in 
a particular context and period that the Library of Congress devised the 
Library Congress Classifi cation system and Library of Congress Subject 
Headings to gain control of this unwieldy collection. And although addi-
tions, changes, and deletions of the names and classes are permitted, some 
of the underlying hierarchical structures and the disciplinary arrangements 
created in that era have become fi rmly embedded in library networks over 
time and would be very diffi cult to revise in signifi cant ways.

The Enlightenment ideals that fueled the eighteenth-century quest for 
knowledge remained a powerful force in Progressive Era America. The 
belief that universal knowledge is possible drove Carl Linnaeus, Francis 
Bacon, and Denis Diderot to attempt to name and classify everything in 
nature, and seventeenth- and eighteenth-century classifi cations provided 
the models upon which nineteenth- and twentieth-century sexologists and 
librarians and other scientifi c professionals based their systems. In fact, 
Francis Miksa has drawn a direct lineage from Francis Bacon’s classifi ca-
tion of knowledge to the current Library of Congress Classifi cation sys-
tem, locating Thomas Jefferson’s system in between.47 After the former 
Library of Congress, housed in the U.S. Capitol, was burned by British 
troops during the War of 1812, Jefferson sold his personal collection to 
the LoC. His classifi cation system remained the basis for organizing the 
LoC’s collection for nearly a century. Jefferson adapted Bacon’s universal 
system of general categories to his personal collection, which was primar-
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ily composed of materials on world history, the military, and politics, with 
some books on the sciences. A signifi cant departure from the Jeffersonian 
system, the present LoC classifi cation was issued in installments, according 
to discipline, beginning in 1901, as part of the new efforts to assemble and 
organize the collections in the new building.

Librarians in the late nineteenth century and early twentieth centuries 
viewed their role as one of helping to improve society through reading. 
Melvil Dewey called it the “library faith”—the idea that libraries were 
contributing to the nation’s progress and social order by getting the public 
to read “good” literature. Wayne Wiegand states that, although it appears 
that the library profession’s mission has always been genuinely benefi cent, 
the truth is that the best reading was agreed upon by library leaders who 
were “WASP, mostly male, middle-class professionals immersed in the dis-
ciplinary and literary canons of the dominant culture.”48 Authority arose 
from dominant cultures in professional groups, and it was under this au-
thority that the best reading was chosen. As public and academic librarians 
identifi ed the best books, the LoC contributed to the culture of reading 
practices by effectively setting the standard with regard to  production, 

Figure 1. “Copyright Deposits in the Basement Before Classifying.” Source: Library of Con-
gress, American Memory (Washington, D.C.: Library of Congress, 1898?). Reproduction 
number: LC-USZ62–38245. http://loc.gov/pictures/resource/cph.3a38598/.
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18 Introduction

 distribution, and use of catalog cards, while creating the universal vo-
cabulary and classifi cation scheme, thereby devising the mechanisms by 
which reading materials would be organized and accessed. As I will argue 
in Chapters 3 and 4, some of the librarians of Congress were also statesmen 
and census takers, and much of the work of the Library of Congress must 
be understood in the context of state building.

Herbert Putnam was an outspoken advocate for the Library of Con-
gress and obtained the essential resources needed to manage the collec-
tion and advance cataloging standards. Putnam believed that the Library 
of Congress should surpass other national libraries’ roles as storehouses 
of material by organizing services for Congress and other departments of 
the federal government and sharing those services and techniques with 
other libraries and scholars. Signifi cantly, his success in expanding the LoC 
resulted in part from his close friendship with Theodore Roosevelt, a his-
torian who supported the LoC’s mission and allocated funds to improve it. 
In fact, Roosevelt consulted Putnam for advice on reading materials and 
proposed selection ideas. They exchanged letters that included sentiments 
such as the following:

As I lead, to put it mildly, a sedentary life for the moment I would 
greatly like some books that would appeal to my queer taste. I do not 
suppose there are any histories or any articles upon the early Mediter-
ranean races. That man Lindsay who wrote about prehistoric Greece 
has not put out a second volume, has he? Has a second volume of 
Oman’s Art of War appeared? If so, send me either or both; if not, then 
a good translation of Niebuhr and Momsen [sic], or the best modem 
history of Mesopotamia. Is there a good history of Poland?49

The librarian satisfi ed such requests from the president by regularly send-
ing him lists of new acquisitions, from which Roosevelt chose books to be 
delivered to the White House. According to Paul Heffron, “The whole 
correspondence with Herbert Putnam reveals a unique combination of 
personal and offi cial ties binding the 26th President to the Library of 
Congress.”50 The LoC, by order of President Roosevelt, received the pa-
pers of George Washington, James Madison, Alexander Hamilton, Thomas 
Jefferson, James Monroe, and Benjamin Franklin, and Putnam noted that 
Roosevelt was the only president to discuss LoC matters in executive ad-
dresses to Congress.51

Putnam envisioned the LoC as a universal library, and in one of his pleas 
to Roosevelt for an increase in funds, he expressed its mission in terms 
of the potential to infl uence and standardize library practices across the 
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United States, providing for us a glimpse of how the Library of Congress 
was gaining power and authority:

Libraries of the United States are organizing their work with reference 
to uniformity in methods, to cooperation in processes, to interchange 
of service, to the promotion of effi ciency in service. They look to the 
National Library for standards, for example, for leadership in all these 
enterprises. It is now in a position to “standardize” library methods, to 
promote cooperation, to aid in the elimination of wasteful duplication, 
to promote the interchange of bibliographic service.52

The Library of Congress began printing catalog cards with subjects in 
1898, and libraries across the United States became the benefi ciaries of 
this practice when the LoC shared, exchanged, and sold printed cards 
starting in 1902, after Roosevelt approved an act of Congress authorizing 
the LoC to sell copies of cards and other publications to institutions and 
individuals.53 This was the origin of copy cataloging, as purchasing printed 
cards meant that local libraries could save time and resources, and it meant 
that libraries were adding the same content and form to their catalogs. Put-
nam declared in that year’s annual report, “The undertaking has in vari-
ous ways so affected the work of the Division that it can justly be said to 
constitute the most important event in [LoC] history.”54 Putnam boasted 
at the American Library Association convention in 1904 that the LoC was 
already printing sixty thousand cards annually and invited librarians to 
subscribe to the service.55 Through this sharing and selling of catalog copy, 
the subject headings and other standards were gradually installed and made 
common practice in libraries that received or purchased the cards.

The LoC’s authority with the wider library community was not imme-
diate, however. Initially, its sharing was more an act of service in the inter-
est of effi ciency rather than an attempt to get local libraries to conform 
to a standard. Indeed, the LoC was primarily concerned with its own col-
lection when creating subject headings and assigning call numbers. With 
an increase in publishing and demands on libraries in the 1930s, though, 
there was a call for the LoC to communicate its subject cataloging policies 
and procedures to the wider American library community.56 David Judson 
Haykin became the Subject Cataloging Division’s fi rst chief in 1940 and 
immediately found it necessary to codify and normalize subject catalog-
ing for the entire subject cataloging community in and outside the LoC 
before it got too unwieldy. His vision was for the LoC to serve as a cen-
tral bureau for subject cataloging. As Haykin recognized the limitations 
of the cataloging staff and their inability to be aware of all the changes in 
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every discipline, he began hiring subject specialists, insisting on more and 
better terminologies. Every year witnessed an increase in the number of 
new headings added. Haykin produced a manual for creating and applying 
headings, and this became the textbook on subject headings for libraries 
across the United States, further establishing the LoC as authority.57 Miksa 
credits Haykin with fully propelling the LoC to the status of authority 
and standard bearer by making LoC products more valuable, more read-
ily available, and more indispensable. The production of the manual gave 
librarians the perception that the headings were based on authoritative 
rationales and gave good reason to have confi dence in the LoC’s products. 
This confi dence, combined with the increasing demand for effi ciency, led 
to the widespread adoption of LoC standards and terms.58 In the following 
decades, the advent of machine-readable records for authority headings 
made the inclusion of LoC headings in thousands of library catalogs even 
easier and, in fact, automatic. Copy cataloging practices became computer-
ized, and catalogs at the local level were able to house their own databases 
of authority records imported from large shared systems. Over the course 
of the twentieth century copy cataloging techniques and technologies be-
came increasingly effi cient and also served to embed standards deeply in 
libraries around the globe.

Effi ciency and standardization require simplicity and uniformity, which, 
according to James C. Scott, were also conditions of statecraft. Scott 
soundly argues that incredibly complex practices were rendered control-
lable and legible through categories constructed along a standard grid.59 
During the Progressive Era in the United States a high-modernist ideol-
ogy—perhaps best conceived as an unwavering faith in scientifi c and tech-
nical progress—fueled classifi catory projects in the library and sexological 
professions, both of which should be recognized as integral to social en-
gineering. Indeed, we fi nd on library shelves a confi rmation of Foucault’s 
proposition that, contrary to the notion that sex and sexuality were not 
talked about in the nineteenth century, the topic of sexuality proliferated 
in networks and texts as a dispositif of disciplinary power. Within the sexo-
logical books of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, normal 
and abnormal were delimited and described, and perversions were ordered 
and narrated in detail. These classifi catory distinctions are repeated in sim-
plifi ed categories on the shelves, as those early sexology texts provided the 
literary warrant for designing the sections of the classifi cation that con-
tinue to organize sexuality today.

The argument frequently expounded by sexuality scholars today—that 
sex can be considered the organizing principle for everything—is instruc-
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tive for the history of library classifi cations. Indeed, this notion was also 
propelled by Richard von Krafft-Ebing in his Psychopathia Sexualis, albeit in 
the context of a very different worldview. Here are Krafft-Ebing’s opening 
words to his study:

If man were deprived of sexual distinction and the nobler enjoyments 
arising therefrom, all poetry and probably all moral tendency would be 
eliminated from his life. Sexual life no doubt is the one mighty factor 
in the individual and social relations of man which disclose his powers 
of activity, of acquiring property, of establishing a home, of awakening 
altruistic sentiments towards a person of the opposite sex, and towards 
his own issue as well as towards the whole human race. Sexual feeling is 
really the root of all ethics, and no doubt of aestheticism and religion.60

It was from the Psychopathia Sexualis, which is widely considered a foun-
dational sexological taxonomic work, that the LoC seems to have drawn 
warrant for establishing its hierarchies and naming practices regarding 
sexuality at the end of the nineteenth century. Translated into English in 
the same decade that the LoC moved to its current building and developed 
its subject headings and classifi cation system, it provided the basis for es-
tablishing a scaffold in support of the scientifi c study of sexuality. And it is 
those same hierarchies that provide the essential structures by which we 
organize many of our libraries today. John K. Noyes provides us with a 
particularly astute observation, noting that Krafft-Ebing’s rationalization 
and classifi cation of the perversions required a particular, contradictory 
conception of doing history— one that dehistoricizes the perversions in 
order to explain a universal struggle between civilization and nature and 
the ethical imperatives for taming biological impulses.61 The nineteenth-
century invention of certain perversions as pathological disorders and 
the organization of those perversions into a system of categories was an 
attempt—emblematic of modernity—to totalize human sexuality and es-
tablish the primacy of sex in a grand narrative about the progress and perils 
of human civilization.

Foucault notes that it was during the last two decades of the nineteenth 
century—when Krafft-Ebing wrote his seminal text—that sexual abnor-
mality emerged “as the root, foundation, and general etiological principle 
of most other forms of abnormality.”62 Sedgwick identifi es this decade 
as the point at which knowledge and sex became inextricably linked, that 
 Enlightenment-era practices had by then become so reifi ed in Western 
culture as to result in a condition in which “knowledge meant sexual knowl-
edge,” and she says that this decade is where we should turn to  analyze the 
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intersecting discourses across medicine, law, language, and the “career of 
imperialism,” which collectively inaugurated the homo/hetero binary and 
taxonomies of perversions and homophobic oppression.63 One of Sedg-
wick’s central premises is that “the master terms of a particular historical 
moment will be those that are so situated as to entangle most inextricably 
and at the same time most differentially the fi laments of other important 
defi nitional nexuses.”64 Arguably, the primary mechanism by which oppres-
sion of homosexuals and other “perverse” people was enacted was through 
the production of taxonomies, with categories for gender and sexuality and 
race designed according to binaries of normal and abnormal, or normal 
and perverse, sexualities. The Library of Congress was the place where 
knowledge was centralized and organized into disciplines at this time, and 
where intersecting knowledges were divided up.

It should be clear now that the structures underlying the classifi cations 
and naming systems in libraries were born out of and reiterate societal 
norms of a particular era. Inspired by other Enlightenment-era systems, 
they were created to organize the library’s “universal” collection, and over 
the course of the twentieth century the library’s power and authority over 
knowledge expanded its reach. The ways that the LoC inscribes differ-
ence in this universal system brings to light what Sedgwick observed about 
universalizing and minoritizing discourses that uncomfortably and uncer-
tainly overlap and come into confl ict. There are benefi ts to naming and 
categorizing sexual difference, as they bring books about particular mi-
norities together on the shelves. The utilitarian goals of the classifi cations 
are impossible to realize fully, however, in part because of the limitations 
of singular categories. Those limits are the result of the universalization of 
heteropatriarchy, which has been constructed through and depends upon 
the exclusion and marginalization of subjects. Indeed, where there are 
claims to universality—and knowledge organization systems built upon 
the belief that such a thing is possible—we must interrogate the ethical di-
mensions associated with the universalisms upon which those systems are 
constructed and the ways in which minority difference is written.65 With 
regard to sexuality, library classifi cations seem to ignore altogether any no-
tion that, as Freud argued, we are all innately perverse.66 Rather, derived 
from Krafft-Ebing’s conceptualization of perversion as nonprocreative sex, 
the classifi cation assumes a “normal” sexuality and marks everything “ab-
normal” or “perverse” as a marginalized minority. I am inclined to side 
with Freud and those who claim that we are all perverse, and I suggest 
that such a notion turns the classifi cation, along with the universalisms it 
assumes, on itself. A complete inversion or reworking of the classifi cation 
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might be a productive thought experiment, setting perversion as an as-
sumed norm and arranging a proliferation of sexual and bodily variance 
around a different set of ideals.

Situating Knowledges in the Library

One of the primary purposes here is to unmask knowledge-sex-power 
mechanisms and to locate the speech of subjugated knowledges erased by 
or spoken for in the language of more dominant voices: “It is a way of 
playing local, discontinuous, disqualifi ed, or nonlegitimized knowledges 
off against the unitary theoretical instance that claims to be able to fi lter 
them, organize them into a hierarchy, organize them in the name of a true 
body of knowledge, in the name of the rights of a science that is in the 
hands of a few.”67 In order to understand discipline formation, we need 
to examine discursive practices, which, according to Foucault, “take shape 
in technical ensembles, in institutions, in behavioral schemes, in types of 
transmission and dissemination, in pedagogical forms that both impose 
and maintain them.”68 The Library of Congress is precisely the kind of in-
stitution to which Foucault refers. It has acquired and organized and situ-
ated various knowledges into disciplines of literature, sociology, medicine, 
popular culture, legal studies, and so on, serving to normalize discourses 
within disciplines and privilege certain disciplines over others.69 The LoC 
further disciplines sex and sexuality by privileging scientifi c domains and 
texts, granting such disciplines authority while obfuscating the humanities, 
popular literature, and emerging interdisciplinary and local knowledges.

The Library of Congress is not alone in privileging the sciences, and 
it is best understood as part of a network of institutions that advance such 
aims. Foucault tells us that inherent in the claim to be a science is an aspira-
tion to power, and his genealogical method demands that we ask a series of 
questions: “What types of knowledge are you trying to disqualify when you 
say that you are a science? What speaking subject, what discursive subject, 
what subject of experience and knowledge are you trying to minoritize 
when you begin to say: ‘I speak this discourse, I am speaking a scientifi c 
discourse, and I am a scientist’?”70 To be clear, I do not propose any kind of 
annihilation of the sciences; rather, I am interested in how they have come 
to disciplinary power and privilege in the academy and our libraries.

Such a position carries implications for and informs Donna Haraway’s 
notion of situated knowledges, which privileges partial knowledges derived 
from various localized positions that together produce a more holistic un-
derstanding of the world. Haraway calls for a pooling of local knowledges 
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from various perspectives rather than a single explanation of the world 
from a “God’s-eye” view. The only way to fi nd a larger vision is to be 
somewhere in particular, rather than seeing from above and determining 
order. This is in direct contradiction with the aims of library classifi cations, 
which were fi rst designed by a group of experts to organize the universe of 
knowledge. As Haraway tells us, feminist, antiracist technoscience projects 
like hers “do not respect the boundaries of disciplines, institutions, na-
tions, or genres,” nor do knowledges about sexuality.71 And it through the 
critical interdisciplines like disability/queer/feminist /ethnic/critical race 
studies that we see the extent to which a universal system fails to account 
for partial knowledges. By situating knowledge across the library accord-
ing to disciplines, various voices are hidden away, and important conversa-
tions are likely missed.

Given this awareness of how classifi cation disciplines scholarship and 
literary works through science, we might think of texts in the humanities 
as subjugated knowledges, particularly given that the scientifi c disciplines 
do, in the case of sexual perversion and other subjects, restrict these texts 
from speaking on their own behalf, organizing and distributing them in 
attempts to provide a rational order. Given the nature of classifi cation—a 
scientifi c enterprise, to be sure—the humanities and critical interdisci-
plines may simply be uncatalogable by defi nition. Under the disciplin-
ing apparatuses of classifi cations and subject headings, the humanities are 
dominated by the scientifi c disciplines of psychiatry, medicine, and the 
social sciences. Where scientists like Haraway have turned to the humani-
ties, pursuing interdisciplinary methods for critical inquiry into scientifi c 
norms and technologies, we fi nd it is impossible for the classifi cation to 
accommodate.

To take Haraway’s corpus as a case in point, Figure 2 illustrates the dis-
ciplines to which her work has been assigned as well as each of the subject 
headings assigned to her books. Her body of work is dispersed across the 
library in disciplines as diverse as agriculture, biology, anthropology, and 
feminist theory within the social sciences. For example, take her interdis-
ciplinary text Simians, Cyborgs, and Women: The Reinvention of Nature, for 
which the book description at the publisher’s website reads: “Although on 
the surface, simians, cyborgs and women may seem an odd threesome, 
Haraway describes their profound link as ‘creatures’ which have had a great 
destabilizing place in Western evolutionary technology and biology.”72 
The book is shelved with books on biological determinism and sociobiol-
ogy within the discipline of anthropology. If one were browsing a library’s 
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shelves, how likely would one be to stumble upon this text? Should it be 
with other Haraway texts? Ought it to be in the HQs with other books on 
feminism and women and queer subjects? Or might we place it with other 
sociotechnical topics? Where do/could all the cyborgs in the library re-
side? In what ways does situating it with books on human nature reduce the 
text and prevent it from comingling with others and would-be readers?

Figure 2. Donna Haraway’s corpus, as organized by the Library of Congress.
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I am certainly not the fi rst to ask these kinds of questions. Roland Barthes 
recognizes this classifi catory conundrum in his writing about the Text:

The Text does not come to a stop with (good) literature; it cannot be 
apprehended as part of a hierarchy or even a simple division of genres. 
What constitutes the Text is, on the contrary (or precisely), its sub-
versive force with regard to old classifi cations. How can one classify 
Georges Bataille? Is this writer a novelist, a poet, an essayist, an econo-
mist, a philosopher, a mystic? The answer is so uncertain that manuals 
of literature generally chose to forget about Bataille; yet Bataille wrote 
texts—even, perhaps, always one and the same text.

Similarly, Derrida asks how we should classify Freud’s archive, stating that 
the deconstruction of the archive concerns the “institution of limits de-
clared to be insurmountable,” with one set of questions having to do with 
classifi cation:

What comes under theory or under private correspondence, for 
example? What comes under system? Under biography or autobiog-
raphy? Under personal or intellectual anamnesis? In works said to be 
theoretical, what is worthy of this name and what is not? Should one 
rely on what Freud says about this to classify his works? Should one for 
example take him at his word when he presents his Moses as a “his-
torical novel”? In each of these cases, the limits, the borders, and the 
distinctions have been shaken by an earthquake from which no classifi -
cational concept and no implementation of the archive can be sheltered. 
Order is no longer assured.73

The librarian’s job is anything but straightforward. Both Barthes and Der-
rida recognized the exasperatingly impossible, practical necessity of classi-
fi cation. The more pressing question, however, confronts the classifi catory 
mechanism itself and the life of the disciplines in the library— or rather—
the library in the disciplines. Whereas we all recognize the tensions inher-
ent in classifying works, what this project sets out to do is to understand 
how the classifi catory mechanisms have taken hold through relations of 
power and how they function. It locates the library as the “ground of both 
our freedoms and our unfreedoms” in reading practice.74 It aims to dis-
cover ways in which perverse subjects trouble and destabilize the grid of 
intelligibility upon which fi xed and normative subject positions are built. 
The wager is that undoing the systems in the library will open up pos-
sibilities for new ways of conceptualizing and locating bodies of literature 
through, on, and in perversion.
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Queering the Catalog: Queer Theory

L

and the Politics of Correction
Emily Drabinski
ABSTRACT

Critiques of hegemonic library classification structures and controlled vocabularies have a rich

history in information studies. This project has pointed out the trouble with classification and

cataloging decisions that are framed as objective and neutral but are always ideological and

worked to correct bias in library structures. Viewing knowledge organization systems from a

queer perspective, however, challenges the idea that classification and subject language can ever

be finally corrected. Engaging queer theory and library classification and cataloging together

requires new ways of thinking about how to be ethically and politically engaged on behalf of

marginal knowledge formations and identities who quite reasonably expect to be able to locate

themselves in the library. Queer theory invites a shift in responsibility from catalogers, positioned

to offer functional solutions, to public services librarians, who can teach patrons to dialogically

engage the catalog as a complex and biased text, just as critical catalogers do.

ibraries are spaces where language really matters. Most of what we hold on our shelves

and in our electronic databases are collections of words: books, journal articles,

pamphlets, and ephemeral material, such as zines. Libraries are also spaces of control,

and not just controls about noise and food and when books are due. The materials themselves

are linguistically controlled, corralled in classification structures that fix items in place, and

they are described using controlled vocabularies that reduce and universalize language, re-

markably resistant to change. In terms of organization and access, libraries are sites con-

structed by the disciplinary power of language. Librarians of all kinds—conducting research in

library and information studies ðLISÞ programs, working in technical services, serving at the

reference desk, and teaching in the information literacy classroom—work within and against

these linguistic structures: we build and extend them, and we teach users how to navigate

them.

Critiques of these disciplinary library structures of classification and controlled vocabu-

laries have a rich history in information studies, one that can be roughly dated to the late

1960s and early 1970s ðGilyard 1999Þ. Sanford Berman, a US librarian working at the University

of Zambia, found that his Zambian users had a very different relation to the term “Kafirs”

Library Quarterly: Information, Community, Policy, vol. 83, no. 2, pp. 94–111. © 2013 by The University of Chicago. All rights reserved.
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than US users did: while “Kafirs” is simply descriptive in the US context to US catalogers, it

was virulently racist in Zambia ðGilyard 1999, 3Þ. The idea that language has meaning only in

Queering the Catalog • 95
context, an idea articulated abstractly in fields like philosophy, comparative literature, and

anthropology, was made very materially evident: subject headings, often cast by catalogers

as a kind of pure, objective language, are not; where and when and by whom subject head-

ings are used makes all the difference in terms of meaning.

Berman’s insight—one shared by other catalogers, including A. J. Foskett, Steve Wolf, and

Joan Marshall—was one that changed the cataloging landscape in the United States for good.

Mobilized by petitions to the Library of Congress, missives in library journals and newsletters,

and organized responses within ALA—the first program of ALA’s Task Force on Gay Liber-

ation was called Sex and the Single Cataloger, a session about the trouble with headings for

gay and lesbian materials ðGough 1998, 121Þ—librarians since the 1970s have made it their

business to critically read subject headings for bias, arguing, often successfully, for changing

subject headings to ameliorate bias and altering classification structures to “fix” the ideo-

logical stories told by the classification scheme. Simultaneously, LIS faculty, including Hope

Olson, Ellen Greenblatt, and others, have made critical engagement with classification and

subject language central to their work.

In both their activism and their scholarship, librarians have convincingly made the case

that Library of Congress Classification ðLCCÞ and Library of Congress Subject Headings ðLCSHÞ
fail to accurately and respectfully organize library materials about social groups and iden-

tities that lack social and political power. Librarians have worked to correct incorrect clas-

sification decisions and have argued for the expansion and correction of subject headings.

The critical cataloging movement has addressed the problem of bias in these structures

primarily as a functional problem: materials are cataloged incorrectly, and they can be cat-

aloged correctly with the correct pressure from activist catalogers. This project has mean-

ingfully pointed out the trouble with classification and cataloging decisions that are framed

as objective and neutral, calling attention to the fundamentally political project of sorting

materials into categories and then giving those categories names.

While this work has been productive, its emphasis on correctness locates the problem of

knowledge organization systems too narrowly as the domain of catalogers themselves. As a

user services librarian in an academic library, my work with students has made clear the

limits of this approach. Even when subject headings are updated to reflect current usage—for

example, the inclusion of Lesbian as a heading in 1976 concurrent with the rise in lesbian

visibility—they do not account for all the other words users might use to describe them-

selves. From the perspective of user services, the problem of inaccessible knowledge orga-

nization is one that can be productively addressed at the moment of mediated research:

where librarians assist users in dialogic engagement with library access structures. An ex-

ploration of this dialogic engagement can productively shift the discussion of what to do
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about LCC and LCSH from the cataloger’s desk to the reference desk and the library class-

room.

96 • The Library Quarterly
Queer theory provides a useful theoretical frame for rethinking the stable, fixed categories

and systems of naming that characterize library knowledge organization schemes and

strategies for helping users navigate them. Queer theory is distinct from lesbian and gay

studies, and this distinction, while necessarily drawn in broad strokes, is helpful for under-

standing the potential limits of a corrective approach to classification and cataloging. Lesbian

and gay studies grew out of the recognition that those identities were largely absent from the

historical record. The goal was recuperative, and scholars like John Boswell ð1980Þ and Lillian

Faderman ð1991Þ sought to locate lesbians and gays in history, where they had previously

been missing. Queer theory, however, argued that this recuperative approach was danger-

ous. It froze identities in time and universalized them, erasing the real differences that

accompany same-sex sexuality on the scales of time and place. Scholars like David Halperin

ð1990Þ and Eve Sedgwick ð1990Þ explored how gay and lesbian identities were and are con-

stituted in the first place. Rather than taking these identities as stable and fixed, queer theory

sees these identities as shifting and contextual. Where lesbian and gay studies takes gender

and sexual identities as its object of study, queer theory is interested in how those identities

come discursively and socially into being and the kind of work they do in the world. Lesbian

and gay studies is concerned with what homosexuality is. Queer theory is concerned with

what homosexuality does.

This analytic approach locates the trouble with library classification and cataloging sys-

tems in the project of fixity itself: as we attempt to contain entire fields of knowledge or ways

of being in accordance with universalizing systems and structures, we invariably cannot

account for knowledges or ways of being that are excess to and discursively produced by

those systems. From a queer perspective, critiques of LCC and LCSH that seek to correct them

concede the terms of the knowledge organization project: that a universalizing system of

organization and naming is possible and desirable.

Viewing classification and cataloging from a queer perspective—one that challenges the

idea that classification and subject language can ever be corrected once and for all, outside of

the context in which those decisions take on meaning—requires new ways of thinking about

how to be ethically and politically engaged on behalf of marginal knowledge formations and

identities who quite reasonably expect to be able to locate themselves in the library. A critical

cataloging movement that locates the problem of cataloging in particular categories or subject

headings invites very clear and functional solutions: librarians can lobby the Subject Au-

thority Cooperative Program ðSACOÞ of the Program for Cooperative Cataloging ðPCCÞ for

changes that “fix” the problem. A queer approach to classification and cataloging suggests

no such easy solution. In defining the problem of classification and cataloging queerly, the

solutions themselves must be queer: built to highlight and exploit the ruptures in our
This content downloaded from 
�������������169.234.22.93 on Fri, 19 Apr 2019 00:07:34 UTC������������� 

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



classification structures and subject vocabularies, inviting resistance to rather than extension

of the coherent library systems that a critical cataloging movement for correctness upholds.
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This shift in approach emphasizes the pedagogical possibilities of our access structures,

shifting attention away from “fixing” the placement of materials in organizational systems

and modifying and elaborating subject language and toward an effort that engages users in

a critical reading of the catalog itself. While this might initially seem only an intellectual

exercise in theorizing, the effects of such a shift in theory can be translated easily to the

daily practice of helping users navigate complex information access structures. Public ser-

vices librarians already engage in dialogue with users about classification and cataloging.

When these interactions are informed by a queer analytic, such work shifts from one of

correcting the user’s engagement with fundamentally and inextricably biased retrieval sys-

tems to one of teaching the user to engage the catalog as a complex and biased text, just

as the critical catalogers do. This strategy suggests the possibility of a queer library politics

that, rather than attempt to resolve the paradox of queer classification and cataloging,

embraces and extends the user’s engagement with it.

What’s Wrong with Library Knowledge Structures?

This queer analytic represents an intervention in the extensive discourse of critiques of LCC

and LCSH dating from the 1970s, with work by Berman ð½1971� 1993Þ, Marshall ð1972Þ, and
Foskett ð1977Þ, persisting into the present. Berman maintains “score cards” documenting

changes to LCSH ðBerman 2010Þ; RADCAT, a listserv for radical catalogers maintained by K. R.

Roberto, remains a popular listserv for politically motivated catalogers;1 and Jenna Freedman, a

zine librarian, periodically blogs about changes to LCSH.2 Both practitioners and theorists have

argued that library knowledge organization systems of all kinds fail to accurately and re-

spectfully organize library materials about social groups and identities that lack social and

political power. Works about religion in the Dewey Decimal System are overwhelmingly

Christian ðBerman ½1971� 1993, 70Þ; works about heterosexuality are barely named as such in

LCSH ðChristensen 2008, 233–34Þ. As a result of these failures, biased ideological stories

continue to be “told” by the organizational systems. As users interact with these structures to

browse and retrieve materials, they inevitably learn negative stereotypes about race, gender,

class, and other social identities. For example, they “learn” that ethnocentric myths are true,

like that Islam, Hinduism, and Buddhism are minor religions compared to Christian mono-

theism. Similarly, they “learn” that heterosexuality is normative, that gay and lesbian sexuality

is the only sexual identity that ought to be examined, and that queer sexuality is inherently

deviant.

1. Radical Cataloging, listserv archives. http://www.listserv.uga.edu/archives/radcat.html.
2. Jenna Freedman writes on the blog Lower East Side Librarian. http://lowereastsidelibrarian.info/taxonomy/term

/139.
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Critical work around library classification and cataloging locates bias at both the struc-

tural and descriptive level: decisions about classification and classificatory language have both

98 • The Library Quarterly
been sites of their critiques. Critics of biased classification argue that the placement of

materials in the classification can reflect prejudice about certain identities. In some cases,

they are concerned about the ideology that underlies the decision to place materials at one

point in the classification instead of another. For example, locating materials about trans-

sexuality at RC560.G45, the point in the classification schedule for Sexual and psychosexual

conditions, suggests that transsexuality is a psychological disorder that can be remedied with

treatment, rather than just another way of existing in a gendered world, or a political

position, or a religious or philosophical experience ðDrabinski 2009, 17Þ. When materials

about transsexuality are located elsewhere, for example, in HQ77, the emphasis on the social

aspects of this identity are emphasized in ways that contradict what some users might feel

are the biological or psychological causes of transsexual identity. The variable classification of

two different editions of the autobiography of Christine Jorgensen provides an example of

this problem. The Library of Congress assigned the 1967 edition of Christine Jorgensen: A

Personal Autobiography the class number RC560.C4 J6. The 2000 reissue from Cleis Press was

assigned the number HQ77.8 J67. In both cases, the ideological bias of the classifier is re-

vealed by the classification decision.

Additionally, critics argue that the placement of materials in relation to one another

indicates bias, or a failure to represent materials about social identities correctly. Roberto has

argued that the placement of materials about transsexuality adjacent to materials about

gay and lesbian sexuality creates a false understanding that gender and sexuality are con-

gruent ð2011Þ. Steve Wolf captured the outrage of 1970s queer catalogers in his 1972 con-

tribution to Revolting Librarians, an essay that called LC to task both for its homophobic

classification of materials related to homosexuality, ordered under the heading Sexual deviance

until 1972, writing: “Our dearly beloved Library of Congress until this year classed what

straights call ‘homosexuality’ in the HQ 70’s under the general heading ‘Sexual deviations.’

This was unbiased? Objective?? Non-judgmental??? After agitation by the cataloging sect of

SRRT’s Task Force on Gay Liberation, LC pulled ‘Homosexuality’ from the shadow of

‘Sexual deviations’ into the clear descriptive light of ‘Sexual life’ ” ðWolf 1972, 39Þ. For Wolf,

categorical decisions like this one carry a weight far beyond the simple location of ma-

terials on library shelves. Their location tells an ideological story, that “homosexuality”—in

quotes to suggest that the subject language is also wrong—is deviant, a behavior to be legis-

lated, medicated, and policed. The classification decision marks LGBTQ materials as always

already deviant. In all of these cases, dominant classification structures represent materials

about gender and sexuality in ways that are inaccurate at best and discriminatory at worst.

Critiques of classification like these are less common than those that address bias in

cataloging, or the selection and assigning of subject heading language. Subject headings are
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the controlled terms that bring the classification structure to the public: they are the terms

users see when they navigate our catalog and the terms our users click on to collate mate-
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rials in our collections. Hope Olson and Rose Schlegl suggest that the comparative richness

of subject heading critiques is directly related to their public aspect: “Subject headings are

far more commonly examined than classification. This might be because the omissions and

racist, sexist, xenophobic, etc., biases in subject headings are presented to us directly on the

screens of our online catalogues” ð2001, 66Þ. Where subject language is central to access,

classification decisions are often thought to provide “simply a shelf address,” leading librarians

and catalogers to “disregard the influences of context on how a work is perceived” ðOlson
and Schlegl 2001, 66Þ. In simplified terms, while classification decisions might tell a story to

the browser, subject-heading choices tell a story to the searcher.

Berman, the most prominent critic of subject headings, first articulated his argument in

the late 1960s as a cataloger at the University of Zambia. While cataloging materials using

LCSH, Berman’s Zambian users informed him that using the subject heading Kafirs to catalog

materials in the Zambian context was to use a virulent racist epithet ðGilyard 1999, 3Þ. Useful
in the US context and racist in Zambia, the problem of “Kafirs” revealed for Berman the

problem with using a universal language emanating from the hegemonic white, male,

Christian culture at the Library of Congress. Thus launched Berman’s lifetime struggle to revise

subject headings in order to ameliorate bias. His 1971 volume Prejudices and Antipathies, widely

available in a 1993 reprint, argued famously that LCSH “can only ‘satisfy’ parochial, jingoistic

Europeans and North Americans, white-hued, at least nominally Christian ðand preferably

ProtestantÞ in faith, comfortably situated in the middle- and higher-income brackets, largely

domiciled in suburbia, fundamentally loyal to the Established Order, and heavily imbued

with the transcendent, incomparable glory of Western civilization” ð½1971� 1993, 15Þ. All other
viewpoints and contexts that lay outside those dominant boundaries could not be repre-

sented by the existing LC list.

Berman’s work was joined by catalogers like Marshall ð1972Þ, Wolf ð1972Þ, and Foskett

ð1977Þ in the 1970s and 1980s, and it was extended by Wayne Dynes and Greenblatt in their

contributions to the 1990 anthology Gay and Lesbian Library Service ðDynes 1990; Greenblatt
1990Þ, and then into the present by Roberto ð2011Þ and Freedman.3 Marshall ð1977Þ argued
that mainstream cataloging language was patriarchal, and she developed a thesaurus for cat-

aloging feminist collections. In her ground-breaking piece in Gay and Lesbian Library Service,

Greenblatt ð1990Þ pointed to the problem of outdated subject headings for LGBT materials.

Her historiographical work was updated in the second version of that title, Serving LGBTIQ

Library and Archives Users ðGreenblatt 2011Þ, a book whose expanded acronym tells us some-

thing about the rapid changes in language around identity. Freedman writes a blog about

3. Freedman, at the blog Lower East Side Librarian.
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the lack of subject headings for her institution’s women of color zine collection; the poverty

of relevant LCSH headings makes cataloging those zines nearly impossible.

100 • The Library Quarterly
These critics of LCC and LCSH share one core belief: classification schedules and sub-

ject headings promulgated by the Library of Congress are often wrong and should be cor-

rected. The problem is not that cataloging happens, but that it happens incorrectly.

Critical catalogers are positioned as outsiders to the cataloging process, resisting biased

controlled vocabularies and fixing LCSH for the rest of us. Missing from these arguments

is a reckoning with the problem of cataloging itself. Just as Library of Congress classifi-

cation and cataloging decisions can be critiqued, so can the revisions suggested by critical

catalogers be subject to debate. For example, in her 1972 essay for the book Revolting

Librarians, Marshall argued against the Library of Congress’s decision to add the subject

heading Mammies, saying, “Could any of us, without mumbling embarrassed and probably

useless apologies, even if we dared, tell a young, militant, Black woman who wanted

material on this subject to look under mammies! Why not slavery in the u.s.—

oppression of women, or negro women—oppression?” ð1972, 48Þ. For Marshall

thirty years ago, the heading Negro women is an improvement over the term Mammies; in

2012, such a term would be targeted by activist catalogers for removal.

This example points to the challenge posed by a politics of knowledge organization that

seeks to “fix”—both as correction and in place—classification and cataloging decisions in

library structures. Such corrections are always contingent and never final, shifting in re-

sponse to discursive and political and social change. Just as Negro women could make political

sense in 1972 but not in 2012, the corrections suggested by Berman, Freedman, and Roberto

today are just as subject to the contingent vagaries of history and standpoint. Such work

often fails to acknowledge such contingency: Berman writes of LCC and LCSH that “there

can be no quarrel about . . . its value as a global standardizing agent, a means for achieving

some uniformity in an area that would otherwise be chaotic. . . . Knowledge and scholarship

are, after all, universal” ð½1971� 1993, 15Þ. His conclusion, shared by a generation of catalogers

who have seen their role as corrective agents, reiterates an approach to classification and

cataloging that elides contingency as a factor in determining what classification and cata-

loging decisions are imagined to be correct in any given context. Taking into account such

contingency requires theorizing the trouble with classification and cataloging in library

knowledge systems as at the root rather than along the branches.

Queer theory offers a useful analytic for developing such a critique. Queer theory has its

roots in disruption of, rather than assimilation to, norms of identity. Politically, queer

emerged as part of a political movement of gender and sexual minorities in the 1960s.

Distinct from mainstream lesbian and gay movements, groups like Queer Nation resisted

assimilationist strategies that sought rights on the basis of stable and unchanging identities.

Queer theory also found roots in a postmodernism that challenged the idea that truth could
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be final. For queer theory, knowledge—both of the self and about the world—is under-

stood to be discursively produced, socially powerful, and always already undergoing revi-
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sion. Queer theory resists the idea that stable identities like lesbian or gay exist outside of

time. Rather, these identities exist only temporarily in social and political contexts that

both produce and require them. Queer theory sees claims to universal and unchanging

identities as both unattainable and undesirable, particularly in the sense that they elide the

social power of uncontested claims to truth. In the library context, queer theories can

refocus attention away from the project of producing “correct” knowledge organization

systems, pointing toward a project of dialogic pedagogical interventions that push all users

to consider how the organization of, and access to, knowledge is politically and socially

produced.

Queer Critique of Classification and Cataloging

When queer theoretical claims about the instability of identity categories come into con-

tact with the knowledge organization project, the trouble with correction becomes quite

clear. Grant Campbell ð2000Þ and Patrick Keilty ð2009Þ have taken up the issue from his-

torical and literary perspectives on queerness, while Emily Drabinski has explored the queer

challenge to library classification and cataloging in explicitly spatial terms ð2009Þ. The entire
project of library classification and cataloging is at odds with queer ideas about historicity,

contingency, and the impossibility of a fixed system of linguistic signs that would contain

identities that are always already relational and contingent. A queer perspective on classi-

fication structures sees categories as discursively produced and historically contingent rather

than as essential or articulable once and for all. A queer approach to language resists the idea

that naming is ever outside of power or resistance. In both cases, the project of a critical

library classification becomes less about correction and more about locating the ruptures in

the structure, developing what Olson has called “techniques for making the limits of our

existing information systems permeable” ð2001a, 20Þ.
Library classification structures like LCC consist of categories that appear—to the cataloger

and to the user—to be objective and unbiased. Indeed, mainstream cataloging literature

removes the biased mind of the human cataloger from the system altogether, insisting that

categories are derived from the literature itself: the cataloger responds to literary warrant,

building citation order and naming systems out of the literature of a specific discipline ðOlson
2001b, 118Þ. Similarly, both mainstream and critical catalogers contend that subject cataloging

language is ðin the case of the central authority at the Library of CongressÞ or should be

ðaccording to Berman, Foskett, Greenblatt, and othersÞ objective and unbiased, based on

David Haykin’s first principle of subject description: “the heading, in wording and structure,

should be that which the reader will seek in the catalog” ð1951, 7, emphasis addedÞ. The demand

that classification and cataloging should be unified and representative systems, responsive to
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text and user, is conceptually shared by mainstream and alternative catalogers. The political

disagreement only has to do with who ought to determine what those systems should be.

102 • The Library Quarterly
As Campbell has put it, the work of Berman and others depends on a faith that bias in

library classification and cataloging systems “can be alleviated by being more enlightened,

and responding more quickly to the suggestions of enlightened people” ð2000, 129Þ.
Queer theory invites a divergent interpretation, focusing on the ways these unified systems

are produced—within LC and via resistance to LC—and what effect those categorizations and

naming conventions have on access to materials. For queer theory, systems of categorization

and naming are inextricable from the historical contingencies of their own production; there

can be no “correct” categorical or linguistic structures, only those that discursively emerge and

circulate in a particular context. For example, efforts to fix gay sexuality under the category of

Sexual life rather than Sexual deviance do not secure truth, but simply reveal the process through

which these categories and knowledge about them are produced. The categorical change does

not reveal the emergence of an eternal, unchanging truth about gay sexuality, but describes a

discursive arc through the history of the knowledge organization structure itself.

A queer analysis intervenes in this shared discourse and offers a way to reconsider such

systems as always already biased, remedied not by correctness once and for all but engaged as a

site of productive resistance. For queer theory, knowledge organization structures are pro-

ductive, not merely representative. They do not smoothly represent reality, but discursively

produce it, constituting the field of potential identities users can either claim as true and

authentic representations of themselves or resist as not quite correct. From this perspective,

for example, subject headings that represent the language of the normalized cataloger—who

always gets such language wrong—are as important to the production of queer identities as

subject headings that, generated by queer-identified people, would purport to be correct.

Indeed, as Keilty has suggested, the normalized and stabilized language of controlled library

vocabularies are in fact required for the production of other identities. He writes: “Queer

necessarily relies on normalized and stabilized boundaries to exist, not only because queer

itself is a category with limits—it is whatever normal sex and desire is not, that which does not

belong, as normality changes over time—but also because queer transgresses those bound-

aries. Queer’s non-normativity relies on norms as a precondition, and is therefore defined in

relation to its opposite” ðKeilty 2009, 242Þ. “Incorrect” subject headings, or subject headings
that reflect a normative view of minority identities and knowledges, are both unavoidable and

necessary for the emergence of “correct” subject headings, which are always produced in

resistance to normative vocabularies. If queerness is seen as contingent and contextual, any

subject heading entered into the controlled vocabulary is inaugurated into the norm, and

therefore is just as subject to critique and revision as the headings that they correct and

replace. No matter which name is fixed—whether Homosexuality or Gay men or Lesbians—other

identities will emerge at the boundaries of what can be contained by this language.
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Central to queer claims about structures of identity is this idea that such structures are

always already in motion, contingent, and subject to change. From the standpoint of a queer
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analytic, then, classification and controlled vocabularies are always sites of struggle, both

necessary in order to come into being ðI need the word “lesbian” in order to articulate myself

as different from the norm, just as I need the subject heading Lesbian to locate books about

myself in the OPACÞ and subject to intense debate and resistance ðand yet I am not entirely

a lesbian, in fact I am something even more different than that; Lesbian should be replaced

by Dyke because that is the vernacular I use to describe myselfÞ. This is the heart of the very
queer struggle to come into being through a language that is always already exceeded by

the subject who claims it: “The individual subject can’t quite either be or not be in the

collective category, can’t coincide with it or easily escape it” ðRiley 2000, 85Þ. It is not a
problem of finally determining the correct word that will describe myself; any such decision

simply inaugurates the play of resistance all over again. In this sense, library classification

and cataloging productively provide a field of context against which I can describe myself

both in terms of identity and resistance.

Ideas about the contingency of knowledge and language can be rooted in the work of

Michel Foucault, a foundational queer theorist who argues that knowledge, rather than

being a thing that exists abstractly to be grasped and represented, is in fact produced by

discourses and anchored in time. We do not discover knowledge: we create knowledge

through discourse. Truth claims, including the claim that an individual is insane ðMadness
and CivilizationÞ, sexually deviant ðHistory of Sexuality: Volume 1Þ, or a criminal ðDiscipline and
PunishÞ are simply reflections of the work of politics and language. What is relevant in our

efforts to understand these categorizations is not the content of individual categories of

knowledge or identity—what a person does or says that makes her insane—but the mech-

anisms and workings of power through which those categories are constructed and then

used to produce material social effects. As Foucault writes in his preface to Madness and

Civilization, “madness and non-madness, reason and non-reason are inextricably involved:

inseparable at the moment when they do not yet exist, and existing for each other, in

relation to each other, in the exchange which separates them” ð1988, xÞ. Each category of

identity relies on the other for its stability, and each is the product of the circulation of the

two through a discursive field. Foucault’s genealogical method demonstrates the ways that

categories—of identity and of knowledge—are inextricable from the time and place that

produced them and the discursive process by which they come into being and begin to bear

the weight of social and political meaning.

Further, the discursive construction of categories means that categories produce each

other: once a social category comes into being, it makes space in a field for the articulation

of other categories. Judith Butler describes the ways that categories produce other categories

as we lay claim to them, always producing an other, or outside, that is as fundamental to
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the identity as the characteristics that inhere in it. A claim to identity always relies on the

production of an identity category that simply is not what I am. Butler uses the example of

104 • The Library Quarterly
claiming lesbian identity to describe how this simultaneous production of self and other

works: “To claim that this is what I am is to suggest a provisional totalization of this ‘I.’ But

if the I can so determine itself, then that which it excludes in order to make that deter-

mination remains constitutive of the determination itself” ðButler 1991, 15Þ. In other words,

sexual identity categories—and the names that enter them into linguistic social life—are

always reliant on the presence of an outside or an other without which the category cannot

exist: in order for the category of lesbian to exist, everything that is not-lesbian must also

exist. Categories are not mutually exclusive, but mutually contingent, a way of thinking

about boundaries that challenges the assumptions of exclusivity that lie at the foundation of

library classification and cataloging practice.

These queer theoretical perspectives on classification and cataloging challenge the idea

that a stable, universal, objective knowledge organization system could even exist; there is no

such thing if categories and names are always contingent and in motion. Movements to

correct classification and cataloging are therefore simply examples of instances of cate-

gorical production, doing the same kind of work that LC classification and cataloging deci-

sions do, and just as subject to critique from different contingent positions. The discursive

interventions represented by Berman and others perform what Olson calls “the important

first step” of revealing through resistance the hegemonic system of ordering and stan-

dardized naming in LC ð2001a, 21Þ. They do not, however, change or challenge the hege-

monic fantasy that lies at the heart of the knowledge organization project in the first place.

In fact, the political focus on correcting classification structure and subject language

solidifies the idea that the classification structure is in fact objective and does in fact tell the

truth, the core fictions—from a queer perspective—that allow the hegemony of a univer-

salized classification structure to persist. When gay and lesbian materials are classified under

Sexual deviance, the knowledge organization structure tells one kind of true story: gay men and

lesbians are sexually deviant, a dominant ideological truth reflected in, for example, the

systematic denial to gay men and lesbians of the social goods acquired by those with nor-

mative sexuality through marriage. A user confronting the perhaps initially shocking and

upsetting placement of materials here could, with the deployment of technical and human

resources, be encouraged to think critically about the classification and cataloging structure;

after all, if LC thinks about gay men and lesbians this way, what else does it get terribly,

consequentially wrong? Such incorrectness reveals ruptures in the otherwise seamless objec-

tivity that the classification pretends to. Erasing the rupture, smoothing it over throughWolf ’s

intervention and those that might follow in the contingent future, erases the evidence of

dominant ideology and the resistance to it that are essential components of the classifi-

cation and cataloging project. An emphasis on correctness and revision precludes inter-
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ventions that acknowledge and strategically deploy this analysis, an analysis that might

productively engage users in their own critical engagement with OPACs and, by extension,
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other systems of linguistic discipline. In the final section of this article, I turn to a discus-

sion of what these queer interventions might be.

Queer Interventions

The way a problem is defined has much to do with the solutions offered. When a problem

is defined functionally, the proposed solutions will be functional. If bias in library classifi-

cation and cataloging is merely a problem of failing to get things functionally correct, then

the political solution will be to set things so: lobbying the Library of Congress to correct

classification schedules and subject headings to reflect the truth. But if library classification

and cataloging is seen as a coextensive process of identity representation as well as the

production of identities, then such functional solutions begin to make less sense. A queer

theoretical approach calls instead for queer solutions: shifts in analytical approach that take

seriously the contingency of these apparently stable structures. If contingency is axiomatic

for our understanding of library knowledge structures, then our interventions cannot undo

or erase that contingency. Instead, they should highlight and make visible the fundamental

paradoxes of classification and cataloging from a queer perspective: in order to be accessible

to users, materials must be fixed in place and described using controlled vocabulary.

However, this fixing is always fundamentally fictive; classification and subject heading de-

cisions are always made in a context that is subject to change. Queer interventions will

highlight and make visible the contingency of cataloging decisions.

The politics of correction advanced by Berman and others smoothes out the ruptures

in the catalog that lay bare its contingencies, rendering the constructed quality of library

classification and cataloging less visible to the user and, therefore, more difficult to appre-

hend and understand. When a user encounters an obviously biased classification decision or

subject heading, the fact that the library knowledge organization structure emerges from an

ideological perspective becomes easy to see. If gay and lesbian sexuality is classified as Sexual

deviance, a user—especially a gay or lesbian user—can very quickly understand that catalogs

reflect a particular point of view rather than an objective truth; such a categorization offends,

and therefore becomes a site of resistance that can extend beyond the catalog itself. If, after

all, such a categorization reflects a truth about the world ðand in a time where gay men and

lesbians continue to struggle for equal access to public rights like marriageÞ, the library

classification scheme can be seen as a productive site of truth-telling about the larger political

world.

Contemporary cataloging activists respond to such ruptures of the apparent objectivity

of library classification and cataloging with functional solutions: Berman continues to lobby

the Library of Congress for changes, documenting his work on his website; Greenblatt
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argues that corrected headings are critical to the work of library catalogers, and she ad-

vocates for expanded “funnels,” cooperative structures for organizing petitions to SACO for
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new and revised headings ð2011, 222Þ; Freedman posts updates from her own and others’

efforts to fix and LCSH on her blog, Lower East Side Librarian. These efforts have met

with success, particularly in the area of modifying subject headings. In a 2003 study, Steven

Knowlton found that 39 percent of Berman’s suggested LCSH changes in Prejudices and

Antipathies had been accepted as proposed by the Library of Congress, while an additional

24 percent were altered to take into account his concerns ð2005, 127–28Þ. Greenblatt’s sug-
gested changes to sexuality headings in her 1990 contribution to Gay and Lesbian Library Ser-

vices have all been adopted ð2011, 219Þ.
While this work represents a critical disruption to the smooth hegemony of LCC and

LCSH for librarians and scholars who engage in these activist projects, it erases that dis-

ruption in OPACs for users. Such work has the unintended effect of implicitly affirming the

possibility that library classification and cataloging could be done correctly, once and for all,

and outside of discourse or ideology. As Olson has suggested, this discursive work is “the

important first step” in a project that “identif½ies� the limits” of classification systems ð2001a,
21Þ, but it cannot be where critical engagement with classification and cataloging ends. In-

stead, queer interventions can start at the same place—where the ideology of the knowl-

edge organization structure is apparent, and therefore where the contingency of classification

and subject description are most obvious—and inaugurate users into the same dialogue with

the structure that Berman and others engage. Such work would, as Olson, has suggested, begin

to “conceiv½e� ways to create breaches in the limit” ð2001a, 21Þ.
Rather than placing a correction at that exposed limit, a queer analysis suggests inter-

ventions that highlight that limit and invite the user to grapple with it. Information studies

scholars and practitioners have suggested technical approaches to exploit the points where

classification and subject headings founder on the shores of difference. Olson has suggested

designing search interfaces that make related and broader terms visible to users so that

they can understand how materials are linked in the knowledge organization scheme, as

well as systems that allow users to enhance subject description through user tagging and

mapping local thesauri to universally applied subject headings ð2007, 533Þ. In other work,

Olson offers additional technological solutions, all of them locally applied, acknowledging

the contingency of place: using local language in MARC records, exploiting notations to

gather locally important materials, developing alternative local classification and cataloging

systems built out of alternative thesauri, and varying citation order in order to vary the

hierarchy of samenesses ðOlson 2001b, 120–21Þ. These technological approaches reveal points
in the classification structure “through which the power may leak out” ðOlson 2001a, 22Þ,
making apparent the otherwise invisible constructedness of classification and cataloging

schemes.
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Another compelling strategy lies in exploiting the ground laid by queer theory for un-

derstanding classification structure and subject language as discursively produced and in-
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viting users into that discourse in the moment of encounter with our OPACs. This emphasis

on the dialogical is apparent in some proposed technical solutions; user tagging, for ex-

ample, makes material the stake users have in designing subject vocabularies. Discursive

engagement is also a hallmark of public services librarianship: librarians meet users at the

reference desk or in the library instruction classroom, teaching users how to navigate library

knowledge organization structures. A queerly informed teaching librarian has the potential

to transform these moments in the library use process into another point where the

ruptures of classification and cataloging structures can be productively pulled apart to help

users understand the bias of hegemonic schemes. For example, a user seeking information

about identities that are not listed in LCSH but related to identities that are named—for

example, genderqueer versus transsexuality, or aggressive versus lesbian—could be led to the

general point in the classification where related materials could be found and engaged in a

discussion of why the knowledge they come seeking by name is invisible in the structure.

Such a reference interaction would both usefully direct the student to relevant materials

and exploit the contextual clues offered by LCSH. Librarians who are themselves engaged

with a queer approach to knowledge organization can teach the user how to understand

what she sees when she searches the OPAC—and what she does not see—as directly related

to the structure of the knowledge organization system she searches against.

Defining the problem of biased classification and cataloging as queer and analytic shifts

the burden of engaging and struggling with that bias from catalogers to reference and

instruction librarians working with patrons at the desk or in the classroom. Indeed, since the

advent of the Association of College and Research Libraries ðACRLÞ Information Literacy

Competency Standards for Higher Education, teaching students to critically engage infor-

mation sources is a critical part of the contemporary work of public services librarians: “The

information literate student evaluates information and its sources critically and incorporates

selected information into his or her knowledge base and value system” ðACRL 2004Þ. A
queer approach to instruction would shift from simply teaching the user to navigate LCC

and LCSH to a focus on dialogue with patrons that will help them tell the troubles of those

schemes. Users can be invited into the discursive work of both using and resisting standard

schemes, developing a capacity for critical reflection about subject language and classification

structure. Why don’t I see myself in the subject vocabulary, and what does this tell me about the other

ways I feel invisible? This critical reflection—central to the work of Berman, Greenblatt,

Foskett, Freedman, and others—can be encouraged in the work of our students as they are

invited into dialogue, and not merely compliance, with the disciplining systems of the

library. As Keilty has suggested, “correcting the hazards of classifying queer phenomena

occurs not only when the structures of categorization are made permeable, but also when
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scholars, practitioners, and activists form a critical engagement congruent with queer’s

intrinsic resistance to classification” ð2009, 244Þ. The work of correction therefore gives way
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to the work of building and expanding such engagement.

It is easier to imagine points of entry into critically teaching classification and controlled

vocabularies if offensive subject divisions and subject language remain uncorrected. This is,

after all, what inaugurated Berman’s own political project: the shocking rupture of the ap-

parent objectivity of the library classification structure occasioned by seeing “Kafir” in a

Zambian context. The project of systematically removing evidence of bias from library

structures makes that shock rarer for students to encounter and more difficult to demonstrate

across the reference desk or in the classroom. A queer approach to the problem of library

classification and cataloging demands that these reflections of ideology be left as remnants

in the structure and that librarians be prepared to teach students how to read what they

discover in the text that is the knowledge organization system itself.

Turning library access structures into pedagogical tools allows librarians to teach knowl-

edge production as a contested project, one in which they themselves can engage. In her

work on using Wikipedia in the library instruction classroom, Heidi L. M. Jacobs calls this

“teaching the conflicts” ð2010, 186Þ, asking students to read Wikipedia not for the truth value

of its explanations but for evidence of struggle over the right to tell the truth evidenced in

the website’s Talk pages. In the context of library cataloging, students might be asked to

examine headings related to women in LCSH side-by-side with Marshall’s On Equal Terms and

to reflect on the assumptions that underlie each term. Greenblatt’s historical study of

LGBTIQ headings might be productively read next to Wolf ’s incendiary—and male-focused—

activist texts from the early 1970s, and both could be read next to the current LCC and

LCSH schedules for materials related to gay and lesbian sexuality. Classification structures and

controlled vocabularies are thus introduced as contested and in flux rather than stable and

objective, inviting users to engage with them critically on their own behalf. This approach

asks users to begin to understand how structures and linguistic forms make certain ways of

knowing and being articulable and therefore possible, a very queer goal indeed.

Conclusion

The problems of bias in library classification structures and subject language are, from a queer

perspective, problems endemic to the knowledge organization project itself. If social cate-

gories and names are understood as embedded in contingencies of space, time, and discourse,

then bias is inextricable from the process of classification and cataloging. When an item is

placed in a particular category or given a particular name, those decisions always reflect a

particular ideology or approach to understanding the material itself. This fundamental insight

challenges the traditional approach of activist librarians who see as paramount the task of

correcting classification and cataloging schemes until they become unbiased and universally
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accessible structures. Such a project contains an inherent tension: correction can mask the

inescapable contested ideological work performed by catalogers who must make these deci-
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sions every day.

Approaching the problem of library classification and cataloging from a queer perspective

demands that we leave intact the traces of historicity and ideology that mar the classification

and cataloging project. Such traces can reveal the limit of the universal knowledge organi-

zation project, inviting technical interventions that highlight the constructed nature of

classification structures and controlled vocabularies. These traces also represent moments

when the burden of undoing the hegemony of library classification and cataloging shifts from

the back office to the reference desk and classroom, where public service librarians can

intervene and emphasize the discursivity of classification and cataloging by engaging in

critical reflection with users about what they do and do not see in the library catalog.

Queer theory challenges us to interrogate the processes and power relations that pro-

duce certain ways of knowing and being as correct and others as wrong, deviant, and less

worthy of life. When brought into conversation with the literature of critical library clas-

sification and cataloging practice, queer theory informs new strategies for teaching the

library catalog from a queer perspective. Beyond this narrow intervention, however, such an

engagement offers other disciplines material ways to think and teach about discourses of

power. Structures of power are often abstract and difficult to perceive or explain to students

as real. For example, considered against the background of a dominant fantasy of equal

opportunity, explaining the ways that choices and life chances are produced by mechanisms

that precede the subject can be difficult. A queer reading of LCC and LCSH offers a concrete

way of understanding the way these mechanisms work in time. The ideology that consigns

gay and lesbian sexuality to the subject classification for Sexual deviance, or classifies sexuality

of all kinds as Social problems, has ramifications beyond the library catalog for people who

claim those identities. The text of the library classification and cataloging structure enables

us to apprehend these ideologies directly off the page.
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FOCUS: CRITICAL DATA, CRITICAL
TECHNOLOGY

Size Matters to Lesbians, Too: Queer Feminist Interventions into the
Scale of Big Data

Jen Jack Gieseking
Trinity College

How can we recognize those whose lives and data become attached to the far-from-groundbreaking framework of “small data”?
Specifically, how can marginalized people who do not have the resources to produce, self-categorize, analyze, or store “big data”
claim their place in the big data debates? I examine the place of lesbians and queer women in the big data debates through the
Lesbian Herstory Archive’s not “big” enough lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans, and queer (LGBTQ) organizing history data set—
perhaps the largest data set known to exist on LGBTQ activist history—as one such alternative. In a contribution to critical data
studies, I take a queer feminist approach to the scale of big data by reading for the imbricated scales and situated knowledge of
data.KeyWords: archive, big data, lesbian, queer, scale.

我们如何能够指认生活与数据被归于完全不具开创性的 “小数据” 架构的人们？特别是不具备资源来生产、自我分类、分析

或储存 “大数据” 的边缘化人们, 如何在大数据的辩论中宣称他们的位置？我透过女同性恋的 “她的历史档案” 中, 不够 “大” 的

男女同性恋、双性恋、跨性别和酷儿 (LGBTQ) 组织历史之数据集——这或许是有关 LGBTQ 行动者历史的既有最大数据

集——检视女同性恋和酷儿女性在大数据辩论中的位置,作为上述的另类选项。在对批判性数据研究的贡献中,我透过阅读数

据的层叠尺度和情境化的知识,将酷儿女权主义方法带入大数据的尺度之中。关键词:档案,大数据,女同性恋,酷儿,尺度。

¿C�omo reconocer a aquellos cuyas vidas y datos quedan atados a ese cuadro de los “peque~nos datos” [small data], bien alejado de
ser revolucionario? Específicamente, ¿c�omo puede la gente marginalizada—carente de los recursos para producir, auto-
categorizar, analizar y almacenar “big data”—reclamar un lugar en los debates sobre big data? Examino el lugar de lesbianas
y mujeres raras en los debates sobre big data a trav�es del conjunto de datos del Lesbian Herstory Archive—conjunto sobre la
historia organizadas de lesbianas, gay, bisexuales, trans, y raras (LGBTQ), no lo suficientemente “big”—quiz�as el mayor conjunto
de datos del que se tenga noticia sobre la historia activista de los LGBTQ, como una de tales alternativas. En contribuci�on a los
estudios críticos de datos, adopto un enfoque feminista homosexual de la escala de los big data por lecturas para las escalas
traslapadas y el conocimiento situado de los datos. Palabras clave: archivo, big data, lesbianas, homosexual, escala.

Alice Pieszecki (Leisha Hailey) claims that Los
Angeles lesbians, bisexuals, and queers form a closely
knit network through sexual encounters and relation-
ships. She draws a diagram to prove this to her friend
Dana Fairbanks (Erin Daniels), another lesbian, who
is shocked by the interrelated intimacy.

Dana: It’s like this whole crazy, tiny, little world.
Alice: Crazy, yes. [Pauses.] But not tiny.

The camera pans up to a larger 60 £ 30 hand-drawn
chart on Alice’s wall with over 100 women’s names
connected by lines. (The L Word, Season 1, “Pilot
[Part II]” 2004)

A lice’s obsession with rendering the “not tiny”
world of Los Angeles lesbians in The L Word

demonstrates the labor necessary for lesbians and
queers to confront their invisibilization: a requirement
to constantly produce accumulated evidence of their
lives, experiences, and spaces. Yet even before the first
and, still, only (premium cable) network show about
lesbians premiered in 2004, “more data were

accumulated in 2002 than all previous years of human
history combined” (Bail 2014, 465). Can “not tiny”-
but-big-for-its-context data ever qualify as big
enough? In this article I address how size (of data)
matters to lesbians, too. My joke and, in actuality,
insight reveals how the objective and scientific claims
of big data gain validity through the measuring stick of
masculinist, racist, colonialist, ableist, and heteronor-
mative structural oppressions. Society’s obsession with
big data further oppresses the marginalized by creating
a false norm to which they are never able to measure
up. In a contribution to critical data studies, I take a
queer feminist approach to the scale of big data by
reading for the fluidity and situated knowledge of data
sets.
My interest in how scale plays a role in the produc-

tion of big data emerged from my years of archival
research at the Lesbian Herstory Archives (LHA or
Archives).Most data collected about lesbian, gay, bisex-
ual, trans, and queer (LGBTQ) people throughout his-
tory has been used to pathologize and stigmatize.
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LGBTQ people and women could and sometimes still
can leave few if any records of their lives. The LHA, in
Park Slope, Brooklyn, New York—founded in 1974
by, for, and about lesbians to record their own his-
tory—is the largest and oldest lesbian archive in the
world. In a time when bigger data are better data, I take
up my work with the largest or one of the largest exist-
ing LGBTQ record collections in existence. New York
City is a particular world hub of LGBTQ organizing
and the outcomes of these data andmy analyses provide
groundbreaking understandings into LGBTQ history
in the city and beyond, as I will show.
Detailed notes on all 382New York City–based organ-

izations during my period of study amount to, in the eyes
of big data, a mere 789 KB worth of data, however. If
LGBTQ activists, historians, scholars, and leaders and
other marginalized groups cannot claim their data to be
big data, are they disavowed from claiming the equally
large arguments or understandings big data is said to pro-
vide with their “small data”? Instead of simply rejecting
the politics of scale in data’s bigness, I refute the big–
small data binary to show how lesbian and queer data
work in interdependent and imbricated scales.1 I suggest
instead that big data must be sized up through its mythos,
measurements, and the pace of its accumulation.
I apply a queer feminist approach to critical data

studies, as it requires an acknowledgment of the absen-
ces in data as well as dimensions of power of who can
form and define data. Rather than submit to the sug-
gestion that the LHA organization collection data are
“small data” and by extension less in measure and
import than “big data,” I offer ways to recognize the
already marginalized and less studied lives, experien-
ces, spaces, and histories of the oppressed in the
moment of big data, including the poor, people of
color, colonized, disabled, and LGBTQ people.
Instead, I suggest that new insights can be gained by
accounting for multiple, nested, and imbricated scales
of data.

Queer Feminist Critical Data Studies: On
Scale and Big–Small Data

Drawing on a queer feminist and critical geographic
perspective, I argue that the scale of data must be read
within the context and time in which it is and can be
produced. Queer feminism affords me a way to inter-
vene on behalf those who are invisibilized by hegemonic
practices of data collection, analysis, and visualization.2

Instead, there exist a wide range of imbricated scales of
data that upend the big–small data binary.
Manifold definitions of big data abound. I provide a

framework for big data through the work of Kitchin
and boyd and Crawford. Taking a primarily technical
approach to the definition, Kitchin (2014) identified
seven features of big data: huge in volume, high in
velocity, diverse in variety, exhaustive in scope, fine-
grained in resolution, relational in nature, and flexible
in both its extensionality and scalability. Kitchin

absorbed boyd and Crawford’s (2012) take on big data
as a sociotechnical phenomenon into his own schema.
boyd and Crawford, however, also pointed to big
data’s mythos, its least often addressed trait. The
mythos, they suggested, is that “large data sets offer a
higher form of intelligence and knowledge that can
generate insights that were previously impossible, with
the aura of truth, objectivity, and accuracy” (boyd and
Crawford 2012, 663). The mythos characteristic
remains underexplored by Kitchin and is the linchpin
to my arguments here.
Small data are then defined as an antithetical com-

plement to big data. Small data are “characterized by
their generally limited volume, non-continuous collec-
tion, narrow variety, and are usually generated to
answer specific questions” (Kitchin and Lauriault
2015, 1). Although small data are “popular and valu-
able” in “their utility in answering targeted queries,”
Kitchin and Lauriault (2015, 1) stated that small data
cannot contend with the infrastructures or related and
afforded analytics of real-time, indexical, and rela-
tional data. This binary conceptualization fails to
address the meaning and mythos within by relying
purely on literal technicalities to define big data.
Just as space is given meaning and power in the pro-

duction of various scales of space from the global to
the intimate, so is data from big to small. Politics, posi-
tionality, and power of data and spaces alike can be
exposed by through the geographic concept of scale
(see Marston 2000). Scale is socially constructed
through political and economic processes that contrib-
ute to the processes of geographical uneven develop-
ment. Pratt and Rosner (2012) reimagined scale
through an interdisciplinary feminist lens to show how
scales permeate and are nested within one another.
The authors refused the local–global binary and its
parallel feminine–masculine pairing and instead called
for an examination of “the global and the intimate.”
Intimate relations are simultaneously global and local,
just as the global is experienced in and through the
intimate and all of the scales in between.
Pratt and Rosner’s (2012) contribution to the scale

literature is also, I suggest, a queer feminist approach.
Unlike local–global or small–big dyads, the global and
the intimate respect feminist situated knowledges
while being held in a queer tension that refutes bina-
ries and accounts for antinormativity and fluidity. The
imbrication of the global and the intimate reveals the
ways in which geographic scales infuse one another
rather than replicate hierarchies of injustice. A queer
feminist approach therefore aims to reveal the
obstruction of the standpoints of those individuals
within a data set that afford deep understanding based
on who—or what algorithm—is reading data.
Relatedly, critical data studies (CDS) calls for an ethi-

cal consideration of data collection and analysis practi-
ces.3 Through the lens of CDS, data are “never simply
neutral, objective, independent, raw representations of
the world, but are situated, contingent, relational, con-
textual, and do active work in the world” (Kitchin and
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Lauriault 2014, 5). Furthermore, Dalton and Thatcher
(2014) stipulated that “data has always been big” and
“big isn’t everything,” as big data cannot answer all
research questions, just as studies of the global cannot
alone define everyday intimacies and vice versa. CDS is
appealing as a queer feminist entry point for data studies
because it exposes and intervenes in injustice.
A deeper feminist intervention into data studies

requires the recognition of the embodied and affective
in the production and analysis of big data with particu-
lar attention to how gender produces and is produced
by data (see Kwan 2002; Pavlovskaya 2006; Schuur-
man 2008; Leszczynski and Elwood 2015). I also apply
a feminist intervention to data studies in that data are
both political and personal. A queer analytic adds to
this approach by refusing a wholly antinormative posi-
tion to all binaries by showing the multiples and
ranges of everyday life that are imbricated and can be
read as in tension rather than opposition. Queer the-
ory and activism come head to head with geographical
information system (GIS) technologies that rely on
frameworks of “positivism, realism, pragmatism, and
Cartesian rationality” that also feed into its data, algo-
rithms, hardware, and software, as well as the interpre-
tations of maps (Brown and Knopp 2008, 48). Instead,
the facts that define the maps of LGBTQ history are
contingent and perhaps never fully known (Brown and
Knopp 2008). Admitting the unknown, partial histo-
ries, and knowledge is a difficult admittance for data
studies but a crucial act.
A queer feminist approach to data studies exists

interdependently with other subjectivities such as race,
class, gender, age, and ability. Examining art, politics,
and performance as related to the lives of black queers,
communications studies scholar McGlotten (2016)
defined “black data” as the “historical and contempo-
rary ways black people are interpolated by big data”
(1). He revealed the political economies of big data:
the practices by states and corporations “to capture,
predict, and control political and consumer behavior,”
for “race is not merely an effect of capitalism’s objecti-
fying systems; rather, race is itself a co-constituting
technology that made such forms of accounting possi-
ble in the first place” (3, 4). McGlotten argued that
state statutes and policies reproduce race and racism
through the collection, control, and uneven analysis of
these data. In step with this critique and also a contri-
bution to CDS, states and corporations also reproduce
heteronormative, sexist, ableist, and ageist policies of
surveillance and regulation through the assembly and
examination of data (see Leszczynski 2015).

Recounting Lesbian–Queer History in the
Lesbian Herstory Archives

Like queer theorist Christopher Nealon, I seek to
piece together the “history of mutually isolated indi-
viduals, dreaming similar dreams” (Dinshaw et al.
2007, 179). My larger study addresses the shifts in

lesbians’ and queer women’s spaces, economies, and
cultures in New York City from 1983 to 2008. In
other words, from the AIDS epidemic to the rise of
internationally syndicated television drama The L
Word, how did lesbians’ and queers’ experiences of jus-
tice and oppression shift over time? I use both “les-
bians and queer women” and “lesbian–queer” to
encompass my participants’ own identifications as well
as the women whose stories make up my archival
research.4

Along with years of research in the Lesbian Her-
story Archives in Brooklyn, New York, my project
included group interviews with forty-seven self-identi-
fied lesbians and queer women who came out during
this period. This two-pronged approach of collecting
primary and secondary research provides for a vivid
political and socioeconomic backdrop for the group
conversations. I foremost draw on the process of data
acquisition and analysis of the archival materials in this
chapter, using group interview conversations as a lens
through which to map the shifts in these women’s
everyday lives, spaces, and economies.
Encompassing over a dozen types of records and

various ephemera, the collections include anything
any self-identified lesbian, dyke, gay, bisexual, homo-
sexual, Sapphic sistah, or queer woman from anywhere
in the world and from any time has ever touched,
owned, or produced. The LHA now resides in a his-
toric brownstone townhome in Park Slope, Brooklyn,
purchased and paid off primarily through donations.
The Archives is completely volunteer-run and orga-
nized by “coordinators” who collect, save, and store
these documents and ephemera.
Scholars, archivists, and other proponents of the

digital humanities work tirelessly toward the digitiza-
tion of archives, almost always facing severe issues
with funding and labor (see De Meo 2014). The LHA
data show, as Barnes (2013) wrote, that big data “is
presented as if it were disconnected from the past,
removed from issues or problems that went before”
(297). Yet archives reveal that we have always collected
big data about the past. While the LHA is hard at
work on their own digitization (McKinney 2014), in
this article I am particularly interested in subsets or
collections of data that have a stake in but are unad-
dressed in the big data conversations.
As I already mentioned, most historical data about

LGBTQ people have only been used to stigmatize
and pathologize so that this group left comparably few
records behind or did so with great courage. My
period of study from 1983 to 2008 covers very extreme
differences in LGBTQ lives, spaces, and cultures in
the United States. The 1980s represent one of the
most severe periods of legal, religious, political, eco-
nomic, and social persecution during the first years of
the AIDS epidemic. Then there is a small shift into
the rise of radical queer theory alongside a more main-
stream gay and lesbian market in the 1990s. Finally,
the 2000s indicates a period of increased tolerance if
not acceptance, with increased media portrayals and
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slow legislative and political changes. Regardless,
throughout this period and even today, everyday
microaggressions against and other structural oppres-
sions on LGBTQ people continue. As such, my data
set must be read within these shifting and constant
injustices.

Analyzing LGBTQ Organizational History

Here I relay the detailed process and amount of time
and labor required to make this “big” data set make
the jump from manila file folders to a well-ordered
database. I do not suggest that all data need to be big
data. I do seek to reveal how the binary of big–small
data reproduces heteronormative, patriarchal, and rac-
ist oppressions in who it leaves out or puts down.
I have written about the difficult project of acquisi-

tion of LGBTQ archival materials that primarily focus
on women and trans people (see Gieseking 2015).5 I
turned to the only two LHA collections (of seventeen)
with dates and locations with consistently recorded
locations and dates to ground them to my period and
place of study. Only the organization and publications
collections fit my location–date requirements, and I
found these documents enormously insightful regard-
ing lesbian–queer political economies; I focus on the
organizational records alone in this article. My
research began from a qualitative approach, but my
detailed recording and sorting of these materials made
way for quantitative analysis.
The more than 2,300 organizational records include

materials regarding social, political, and cultural
organizations and groups. From my research experi-
ence in LGBTQ archives across the United States and
Europe, I believe that the LHA holds one of the larg-
est LGBTQ organizational history collections in exis-
tence. The collection sits in filing cabinets in the
corner of the second bedroom on the second floor of
the Archives and in boxes along the walls, in closets,
and on shelves. I was, therefore, blissfully surrounded
with data from which to read and take in the most in-
depth set of primary materials on lesbian–queer life in
the city. Yet to turn these data into information and
knowledge, it was necessary to transfer what I estimate
to be about thirty linear feet of materials into a format
that I could search, sort, collate, and piece together to
read the everyday landscape of lesbian–queer New
York City.
By first selecting only those records of organizations

with groups in New York City, a total of 725, I then
identified all organizations that began in or after 1983,
a total of 382 records. A few dozen organizations took
up a number of boxes each, and a dozen or so had two
or three thick folders, but the majority were merely a
sheaf of pages in one manila folder. The records ranged
from meeting minutes to photos of events, and most
organizations included at least a few fliers for meetings
or newsletters. Organizations included groups with a

few members to a few thousand members, but lists of
names were rarely kept for fear of persecution.
In the process of data acquisition, I began my early

analysis. I summarized the contents of each folder after
reading its contents with detailed notes on a year-by-
year basis of each group. I sought out the key social,
political, and economic events of the groups that
allowed me to tap into the events, spaces, and people
that defined each year of my study. Focusing on major
organizational and historic events in the city, I recorded
brief notes per year regarding the groups’ agendas;
major events the organization dealt with; use of space
(where they met and why); finances (e.g., whether vol-
unteer, private, or city-sponsored); and quotations I
found compelling. Some of the metadata of these
organizations exist in a spreadsheet that the LHA
shared with me—sometimes it listed year founded and
listed perhaps 80 percent of the records I found—and I
added to this document extensively. My own spread-
sheet timeline listed all 382 organizations and each of
their events by year. I often left years blank because of
the large absences in the materials collected. I also
recorded whether each group owned their meeting
place or place of business, identified as a feminist group,
mission statement, the year they opened and closed,
and, eventually, any addresses given for meetings,
events, activisms, or mailing locations. The slow work
of mapping these nearly 700 addresses requires my own
knowledge of the data to determine which type of
address is which when unstated.
Scanning these documents with optical character

recognition would prove useless because of their qual-
ity and variation in layout, content, and organization.
Organizational interests were equally varied, from the
renowned Lesbian Avengers, Queer Nation, and
ACT-UP to small organizations like the Orthodykes
of New York for Orthodox Jewish lesbians (1999–
present); the Star Trek fan club U.S.S. Northstar
NCC-10462 (1991–1999); sex party organizers Les-
bian Sex Mafia (1981–present); the transgender and
cross-dressing social and political organization Impe-
rial Kings and Queens of New York (1968–present);
Hykin’ Dykes renamed as Women About (1988–pres-
ent); and STP (Swing the Pussy), an antiviolence and
information-sharing broadsheet newsletter (1998–
2002). Reading and categorizing the materials into
seventeen types of organizations afforded me compre-
hensive insights through the lens of participants’ sto-
ries in their group interviews that the “distant
reading” of text analysis could not have bestowed. In
total, the 382 organizations were open for a period of
more than 3,108 years of experience, thereby produc-
ing at least 3,108 distinct organizational events over
the years and likely in the hundreds of thousands.
The brunt of the work was completed in multiple

trips per week in just over a year, followed by multiple
return trips over the following five years as well as the
employing of research assistants. Recording and sort-
ing these organizations and their related records—fli-
ers, newsletters, lists of members, photos from activist
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interventions, meeting minutes, banners from
marches, and even a few balance sheets—required a
great deal of labor, on a scale only possible with the
help of various grants and fellowships. Collecting,
organizing, and maintaining these materials required
further labor, as well as the significant funds necessary
to maintain an archive. Then there are the researchers
who must sort and make sense of these materials as I
did. The amount of labor and money necessary to
keep the LHA both alive and widely heard surely sur-
passes the energy required to run a Python data scrap-
ing script from social media outlets.
I have saved the best for last: Although New York

City is a particular world hub of LGBTQ organizing,
detailed notes on all 382 New York City–based organ-
izations during my period of study amount to a mere
789 KB worth of data in .csv format. This amount of
data could fit, although barely, on a 31/2-inch floppy
disk, a form of storage available since 1986. The 700
addresses of these data, when mapped, are not quite
large enough and much too spread out for most statis-
tical measures and require thoughtful regrouping and
analysis. If this is the largest amount of archival mate-
rial on the history of LGBTQ organizing in the global
city of New York City, is LGBTQ history really big?
Yet would anyone ever suggest that this data set is
small data? The tension between big data and small
data needs to be unpacked, particularly as it is the lat-
ter that most often accounts for the marginalized in
their own voices.

Discussion: Interrupting the Mythos of
Big–Small Data

Big data claims its authority in its largess and seeming
totality. Such a positionality stands in direct antithesis
to a queer feminist approach because it denies the situ-
ated knowledges of other data sets and the context of
their oppression in collection and organization and
the economy of digitization. The uneven development
of the production of space parallels an uneven produc-
tion of and regard for data. Burns and Thatcher
(2014) wrote that “rather than seeing Big Data as the
deterministic culmination of unerring technological
progress,” data must be situated “in their contingent
social and historical contexts” (446). Issues of context
in data generation are largely related to the privacy
concerns, particularly around issues of data geoloca-
tion (Crawford and Finn 2014). Different activist and
community groups make their own data from the
ground up to lay their claim in big data (see Taylor et
al. 2014; Dalton this issue). Context, then, becomes a
contingent issue relative to all research rather than an
issue related to certain research populations.
The queer feminist intervention in scale recalls

Pratt and Rosner’s (2012) imbrication of the global
and the intimate that upends the masculinist global
versus feminist local dyad. What if the largest lesbian–
queer records collection does not fit simply by

measure of scale into one of the greatest revolutions of
our time? CDS necessitates a queer feminist recogni-
tion of both the flux and situated knowledges of big
data, as well as the fluidity and flux of data’s produc-
tion and analysis.
Returning to the work of queer feminist critical

geography that informed my analysis, the contex-
tual geography of data is key to recognize. My
own project of deep archival research on the
lesbian–queer contemporary historical geography is
partially made possible because of its focus on New
York City. As a hub of LGBTQ culture, politics,
and economies, as well as the LHA itself, I could
amass enough data from a range of sources about a
people invisibilized and victimized and who often
sought invisibility as protection; in LGBTQ histor-
ical work and geographies, this is rarely the case
for smaller towns.
In “Selling My Queer Soul or Queerying Quan-

titative Research?” Browne (2008) wrestled with
her work with the UK census to account for
LGBTQ identities. She wrote that there were (and
are) no simple solutions to categorizing and count-
ing a fluid people. Similarly, it is difficult for me to
place queers’ and women’s experience within big
data because big data does not really exist as an
objective object accounting for all people as we are.
McGlotten (2016) argued that the historic por-
trayals of blacks in data are not overcome by the
era of the Internet, particularly black queers who
are still highly sexualized or invisibilized. To
assume that LGBTQ people are recognized and
even heralded in their full complexity and differ-
ence by big data at that time—across races, classes,
and genders by corporations, governments, and
universities no less—who once pathologized them
is a simple notion at best. Instead, hegemonic
powers have moved from the statistics of the census
to big data as the supreme form of neoliberal gov-
ernmentality. Further, we must take up quantitative
data analytic models that work beyond absolute,
Cartesian models of space that fix identities as such
(O’Sullivan, Bergmann, and Thatcher this issue). A
queer feminist mediation into quantitative research,
statistical analyses, and big data calls out the voices
of the marginalized and refuses to be made small
ever again.

Conclusion: Big Enough Lesbian–Queer
Data

Returning to the hand-drawn social network analysis
of lesbian–queer relationships of The L Word that I
began this article with, Alice later exclaims about the
chart: “So the point is that we’re all connected, see! All
of us . . . in our isolation . . . we reach out from the
darkness, from the alienation of modern life . . . to
form these connections” (Troche 2004).6 I begin and
end with The L Word because it continues to be the
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only internationally syndicated show about lesbians
that has made into lesbian lives, homes, and imagina-
ries across generations, even by reputation. A decade
since the first episode and centuries of absence, non-
recognition, and disregard for lesbian–queer lives and
data later, the desire for the production, analysis,
and visualization of big data now rages. In this debate
and all others, size matters to lesbians, too. They, and
the other oppressed groups alongside them, are ready
to be heard and recognized—in their own words,
images, and data.
In this contribution to CDS, I take a deeper queer

feminist approach to the scale of big data by reading
for the fluidity and situated knowledge of data sets.
The LHA and its organizational record collection rep-
resent an alternative to that false binary. I suggest that
society’s obsession with big data further oppresses the
marginalized by creating a false norm to which they
are never able to measure up.
Future work in CDS must address how the

objectification and mythos of “big data” affects not
only the production of data but also the collecting,
cleaning, coding, algorithms, outputs, and effects of
big data. A queer feminist reading of big data and
small data is only the beginning. To be truly criti-
cal in the project of data studies requires both the
recognition of the unique standpoints of feminist,
queer, critical race, postcolonial, and crip theory
and the groups they speak alongside (see Cupples
2015). Only when all of the interpretations of data
are heard and incorporated—not once but in multi-
ple voices and layers—can there be a true CDS
approach. The stories and the data of the marginal-
ized remain “small data” in their number, respect,
and meaning without fair representation, both tech-
nological and mythological. We must restructure
the politics of scale in the big–small data divide to
address the experiences and places of marginalized
groups in these data. ■
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Notes

1The work on sizeism in fat studies and body studies is a com-
plementary approach for this project (see Meleo-Erwin 2012).

2 Although my own work has been working at the intersection
of feminist and queer theories for some time, I draw on
Huffer’s (2013) notion of queer feminism.

3 For a discussion of the evolution of CDS, see Dalton, Tay-
lor, and Thatcher’s (2016) “Critical Data Studies: A Dialog
on Data and Space.”

4
Queer theorist Pellegrini (2004) suggested that lesbian is
used by older women more closely identified with second-
wave feminism, whereas queer tends to apply to younger,
third-wave individuals; however, this is not always the case,
as these identities could be complicated by personal and
political factors. I use “lesbians and queer women” to refer-
ence my participants’ own naming of their identities and
“lesbian–queer” to describe the experiences of this group of
women.

5 Elsewhere, I have suggested a state of queer feminist useful
in/stability that the LHA evokes: always fluid in its partial
collections and fixed in high-end property with a paid-off
mortgage. Useful in/stability reveals how lesbian–queer life
is a project of navigating and upending tensions rather than
a total project of refusal and antinormativity (Gieseking
2015). Such instability was also evident in finding these
materials. I first reviewed the collections of the New York
Public Library Gay and Lesbian Collection (NYPLGLC);
however, the NYPLGLC materials did not focus on les-
bians’ and queer women’s lives, and the only materials from
the one lesbian in the collection that described lesbian life
(Doris Grumbach) came out before my study period. I also
read through parts of multiple collections at the LGBT
Community Center Archives as well. Almost all of the Cen-
ter Archives’ materials focus on the lives of gay and queer
men, as the collection was founded by, for, and about men
who were dying from AIDS in the late 1980s and early
1990s. The Downtown Collection of New York University
has many materials that touch on the lives of lesbians and
queer women but, again, I sought those materials that
explicitly focused on lesbian–queer life throughout the
entire city and I did not want to privilege one area over the
other. The independently run Black Gay and Lesbian
Archives in Harlem was gifted to the Schomburg Center
after I finished my research; sadly, those records specific to
the lives of lesbians and queer women do not record detailed
years of these women’s lives, let alone their year of coming
out, so it will take some time to work through what is avail-
able and include them in future research. All of the collec-
tions offered significantly fewer sources on lesbian–queer
experiences than the LHA, so I decided to focus my atten-
tion there.

6 In a 2006 episode, Alice asks another character to create a
Web site for what she dubs “Our Chart,” which launched
simultaneously as ourchart.com. Even with thousands of pro-
files, there was little to draw them together and no money to
continue to produce content, so the site closed three years
later, shortly after the show’s last episode in 2009. The con-
tent of the site was never turned over to an LGBTQ archive
and remains the property of Showtime Networks.
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archiving disorder

The “Stuff” of Archives

Mess, Migration, and Queer Lives

Martin F. Manalansan IV

The idea of an archive has gone beyond a repository or storage of information and 
documents or a legitimizing instrument of power structures and prevailing authori-
ties. In recent years, feminist scholars have suggested that the archive is a space 
for dwelling and a quotidian site for marginalized subjects as well as gendered 
and erotically charged energies, meanings, and other bodily processes.1 Following 
and extending these ideas, this essay seeks to establish a capacious notion of the 
archive by locating the quotidian within the messy physical, symbolic, and emo-
tional arrangements of objects, bodies, and spaces in queer immigrant lives. This 
essay looks at such “disarrangements” that have been devised by undocumented 
queer immigrants’ households in New York City. Using ethnographic fieldwork and 
buoyed by writings in affect theory and material culture studies, this essay aspires 
to understand how seemingly hoarder-like household material, symbolic, and emo-
tional conditions are arenas for creation of a queer immigrant archive that enables 
the contestations of citizenship, hygiene, and the social order. 

By foregrounding the un-HGTV dwellings of several undocumented queer 
households,2 this theoretical and ethnographic exploration seeks to expand the idea 
of archive by departing from the planned coherent borders of the “archival” and 
deploying a sustained focus on the seemingly trashy, dirty, disgusting, and untidy 
disorganization of bodies, things, and emotions. In other words, this essay suggests 
that mess, clutter, and muddled entanglements are the “stuff” of queerness, histori-
cal memory, aberrant desires, and the archive. Archives, therefore, are constituted 
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by these atmospheric states of material and affective disarray and the narratives 
spun from them. As such, this essay maps these queer immigrant households as 
archives to showcase the vexed relationships between and among objects, bodies, 
narratives, and desires.

To lay the groundwork for the argument, I offer an abbreviated and focused 
thick description of a queer household, emphasizing the narratives about one domi-
cile as a way to “orient” or ground the succeeding discussion and analysis. This 
ethnographic section is deployed as an instantiation of the idea of “archiving other-
wise,” or a queer take on “dwelling in the archives,” as the quotidian becomes the 
fuel for animating capacious engagements with queer undocumented immigrants as 
“impossible subjects” of history.3

The Story of an Apartment: Objects, Bodies, Documents
Since 1989, I have conducted fieldwork among Asian queer immigrants in New 
York City. Since 2004, my ethnographic forays have included Latino and African 
American queers. For this essay, I concentrate on my observations of a group of 
undocumented Asian and Latino queer immigrants who live in several households 
in Jackson Heights, a neighborhood in Queens. As a gentrifying neighborhood, Jack-
son Heights has transitioned from a predominantly Jewish and Italian enclave to a 
mostly mixed post-1965 immigrant community of Latinos (particularly Ecuadorians, 
Peruvians, and Colombians), Central Americans, and Asians (Koreans, Chinese, Fil-
ipinos, and South Asians — Indians, Pakistanis, Bangladeshis, and Afghans) in the 
late twentieth century. In the twenty-first century, the signs of urban renewal have 
set in with the coming of nonimmigrant white-collar professionals finding refuge in 
the area’s lower rentals and real estate costs. This dramatic shift is the backdrop of 
the stories that I relay below.4

Considering the constraints of this work, I discuss only one household in 
particular. This household consists of six immigrants and includes a Filipina trans 
woman, two South Asian gay men, an Ecuadorian lesbian, and two Colombians, a 
lesbian and a “bisexual” man. I use the sexual identity categories loosely and pro-
visionally, as these immigrants deploy them rather ambivalently and oftentimes in 
contradictory ways. The residents are a motley crew of working-class immigrants. 
They work in various service jobs, selling clothes, busing tables, doing occasional 
sex work, dressmaking, cooking in an ethnic restaurant, and other part-time and 
seasonal employment. Each one of them has to cobble together two to four jobs 
to barely survive and to be able to send money to their families back home. The 
household members are rarely together in the apartment because of their erratic 
and divergent work schedules. Part of the reason I focus on this household is that 
it was the only one among five households whose members were able to maintain 
their living arrangement for more than a few months, and, more importantly, these 
six queers were more forthcoming and generous in sharing their lives with me. Hav-
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ing said that, I do not claim the same level of intimacy with all of them on the same 
range of topics. Hence for this essay I focus more on detailed conversations with a 
couple of the residents. I first encountered this household through Imelda, the Fili-
pina trans woman.5 She was the common denominator in the household — everyone 
knew her, and she was the catalyst for forging this household arrangement. We have 
known each other casually since the nineties, since we have friends in common. I 
unexpectedly ran into her in a coffee shop in Jackson Heights on a cold spring day 
in 2003. She looked rather worried as she held a piece of paper in her hand. When 
I asked her what the problem was, she replied that she was worried about this form 
that came in the mail. It was a federal census form that was asking for information 
regarding her household. When I asked her why an innocuous document such as the 
census questionnaire would upset her, she said that she was afraid that if she did not 
respond or if she answered the form truthfully, she would get into trouble. I tried 
to reassure her that her fears were unfounded and that the document was harmless. 
She then told me that she was worried because, as an undocumented immigrant, 
any federal paperwork is a cause for concern. Additionally, she confided that she did 
not live alone but resided with five other queers who were also undocumented. They 
lived in a one-bedroom apartment, which she suspected violated several city hous-
ing ordinances despite their landlord having turned a blind eye toward this arrange-
ment. Imelda fretted that their living conditions and immigration status might open 
them up to scrutiny, eventual prosecution, and maybe deportation. After folding the 
document and finishing her coffee, she invited me to visit her apartment.

The apartment was several blocks from Roosevelt Avenue (the neighbor-
hood’s main thoroughfare) and was on the first floor of a three-unit brick apartment 
building. When I first entered Imelda’s apartment, my initial reaction was that of 
disgust and shock. I was appalled at the conditions of the domicile, where cramped 
uncomfortable quarters were the (dis)order of the day. My visceral reaction to the 
apartment was similar to reactions of people when they enter the homes of hoarders. 

The apartment was like a haggard old person, weighed down by the burdens 
of things and lives. It was dimly lit and somewhat dusty in some corners and, from 
my own perspective, dismal all over. The living room and bedroom, if one were 
to demarcate these spaces as such, were filled with plastic bags and carton boxes, 
mostly neatly piled in every available place. With the lack of spatial symmetry and 
functional clarity, the home seemed to reek of confusion and of the smell of intense 
human intimacy. Imelda noticed my reaction right away and immediately pointed 
out that while to any visitor the apartment seemed to have no sense of order, each 
of the six residents had sequestered a portion or corner and placed their belong-
ings in it. It is not just a jumble of things, she countered. Each of the six residents 
knew where their possessions belonged. Sleeping arrangements were makeshift —  
typically a small mattress or pile of blankets on the floor or over boxes and other 
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containers. The kitchen was really a sink, refrigerator, and gas stove lined up on one 
side of the living or main room. 

When I first visited the apartment, only one other person was there, Natalia, 
the Colombian woman. Imelda and Natalia both told me that each of the six resi-
dents worked three or more jobs, and their schedules were so erratic that it was very 
rare that all of them were in the apartment at one time. They seemed to have cre-
ated an everyday rhythm that was acceptable and enabled them to survive as they 
pooled their meager incomes to pay for the rent.

Impossible Lives: Queerness and Mess
Having given a brief background or context of the household and the neighbor-
hood, two questions remain: What makes this household queer other than the fact 
that the six immigrants sexually identified as transgender, bisexual, gay, or lesbian? 
Furthermore, what makes this household an archive? At the heart of my discussion 
and analysis is the pivotal idea of mess as constitutive of queerness and of a queer 
immigrant archive.

This household of six queer undocumented immigrants, whom I have 
through the years affectionately nicknamed “the Queer Six,” inhabits a queer space 
of waywardness in terms of its physical, affective, and social arrangements. Messy 
or mess is the word that pejoratively describes this particular immigrant household, 
but I would argue that mess is a word that can creatively illuminate the idea of 
queerness in general and queer archives in particular. My assertion of queer and 
queering as mess and messing up comes out of a critical reading of queer theory, 
popular culture, vernacular language, and everyday life. My use of queer and mess 
is not limited to bodies, objects, and desires but also relates to processes, behaviors, 
and situations. “Queering” and “messing up” are activities and actions as much as 
“queer” and “mess” can be about states/status, positions, identities, and orientations. 
These various formulations of queer and mess are not independent of each other and 
are relevant to my discussion below. While people may balk at the idea of mess as 
“constituting” queer, it is precisely the discomfort elicited and provoked by the idea 
and realities of mess that is at the heart my formulation and provocation. 

The idea of queer as mess takes off from the initial impetus that propelled 
the contemporary reappropriation of queer. Michael Warner has famously likened 
the project of queer theory to a sensorial morass by creating a funky atmosphere in 
an otherwise staid academia and making it stink of sexual rut.6 Such a messing-up 
mission reverberates in the kinds of queer scholarship that focus on the recogni-
tion and centering of underrecognized practices, stances, and situations that deviate 
from, resist, or run counter to the workings of normality. Far from romanticizing 
deviance and oppositionality, I intend to locate discomfort, dissonance, and dis order 
as necessary and grounded experiences in the queer everyday and not as heroic 
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acts of exceptional people. In other words, while mainstream queer studies scholar-
ship has valorized dissident dimensions of disorder, my deployment of mess is about 
funking up queerness in a way that retains the mundane, banal, and ordinariness of 
queer experience and its mercurial often intractable qualities.

Queer as mess also takes its inspiration from reality television, particularly 
makeover shows. For example, What Not to Wear is a show that purports to ambush 
unsuspecting “fashion victims” and transform them into chic fashionistas. Hoard-
ers: Buried Alive is a different kind of intervention show that seeks to literally and 
metaphorically clean up the lives of hoarders who inhabit crowded and decrepit 
abodes. In both shows, the stories revolve around the narrative of normalization. In 
the fashion makeover TV series, the hosts literally take women who either dress too 
“butch” or masculine or look “slutty” in their everyday garb and reform them into 
proper female/feminine subjects. Similarly, the hoarder show is a lesson in proper 
domesticity and the ways that normative value is held as the key to propelling the 
movement from pathology to normality. 

The Queer Six are not hoarders in any sort of way. I take more than a visceral 
interest in the Hoarders show because it provides indirect yet vital lessons about 
queer immigrant archives. To equate the analogy between hoarders and these queer 
immigrants to one of simple correspondence would be too cavalier and irresponsi-
ble. Hoarding carries particular cultural and psychological baggage. I do not intend 
to place the Queer Six in a category that is always already pathologized. Rather, I 
juxtapose the queer immigrant and the hoarder in meaningful tension in relation to 
each other. 

To go a bit deeper into the reality show, the story of every Hoarders episode 
almost always starts at the point of impossibility and untenability. This impossibility 
is founded on material conditions that persist in the chaotic, dirty, trashy, disgust-
ing, and crowded living conditions of a hoarder. The typical Hoarders plot begins 
with a friend or relative visiting the hoarder’s home and then in an almost scripted 
horror-filled manner exclaiming, “How can you [the hoarder] live like this?” This 
moment of impossibility becomes the catalyst for a planned intervention by a make-
over crew that includes a mental health or social worker, a professional organizer, 
and a team of cleaners and movers. The impossibility of mess, in my view, is not 
the turning point to normality but is in fact the very stuff of queerness.7 Mess is 
not pathology but rather a productive orientation toward bodies, objects, and ideas 
that do not toe the line of hygiene, “practicality” or functionality, value, and proper 
space/time coordination.8 

In several episodes of the show, hoarders are often asked to assess their 
sense of value by pointing to their erratic (deemed unacceptable) ideas about which 
objects are valuable and need to be kept for posterity and which are trash and should 
be thrown away. The show argues that the capacity to determine normative value, 
or, more accurately, the very idea of normative value, is lacking in the hoarder’s life 
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and is something he or she should learn as part of the therapeutic cleanup. The 
bifurcation between value-filled/treasures or valueless/trash creates not only bina-
ries but also teleologies of value. The movement from pathology to normality, from 
impossibility to tenability, from mess to order can also be portrayed in terms of the 
teleological routes of value.9 

The ethnographic observations I offer below engage with and refuse such 
routes of value. Moreover, these refusals also emphasize the dynamic role of mess in 
social life. Part of these observations can be gleaned in the vernacular and quotidian 
use of mess. “So-and-so is a hot mess!” is a statement that most readers might easily 
categorize as pejorative. However, popular culture blurs the lines between pathetic, 
tragic, and sorry states of mess and ones that are admirable, sexy, and attractive. 
Consider the rather slippery and erratic judgments of entertainment figures such 
as Amanda Bynes, Lindsay Lohan, and Britney Spears and how such judgments are 
never static but are in fact mobile in their ascriptions of attractiveness and repulsion, 
between fabulous disasters and just plain tragic cases. Oftentimes, the idea of a “hot 
mess” involves less a clear-cut binary than a highly gendered one, but it interestingly 
occupies a frictive dimension that runs simultaneously within crisscrossing grids of 
“positive” and “negative” messes. 

Apart from popular culture, other alternative but equally compatible ways 
of looking at mess are through the lenses of the science of systems management 
and critical social science research methodology. In these two bodies of literature, 
mess is seen not as aberrant but rather as constitutive of social realities and systems. 
Recent literature on the management of systemic crises, especially that which seeks 
to administer complex circuits of process and relationships like urban transport and 
emergency/disaster services, trenchantly proposes that messes should be considered 
not as always already bad or negative but rather as an intrinsic part of typical expec-
tations built into the structure.10 Social science research methodology is another set 
of lenses that have strongly reconsidered mess as an integral part of understanding 
social phenomena. John Law submits that instead of creating neat analytical catego-
ries and routine regularities, social researchers should look to mess and messiness 
as a way to more accurately and sensitively portray everyday social interactions and 
institutions.11

Overall, mess provides a vibrant analytical frame and a visceral phenomeno-
logical grip on the exigencies of marginalized queers — especially those who do not 
occupy the valorized homonormative spaces of the contemporary West. Mess, as I 
demonstrate with a brief ethnographic vignette below, is a route for funking up and 
mobilizing new understandings of stories, values, objects, and space/time arrange-
ments. As such, mess is a way into a queering of the archive that involves not a clean-
ing up but rather a spoiling and cluttering of the neat normative configurations and 
patterns that seek to calcify lives and experiences.
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Discards, Dishes, and Impossible Domesticity
The story of the Queer Six involves many episodes of quotidian struggles and 
moments of hilarious interactions. While scholars might just want to render these 
queers as people living threadbare lives, I aim to give flesh to their experiences and 
mobilize more than just a concatenation of zombie-like or already-dead routines. 
Relegating impossible messy subjects such as hoarders and undocumented immi-
grants into the realm of the dead/undead is very easy. For example, the hoarder 
show is subtitled Buried Alive, and recent scholarship has likened marginalized sub-
jects as inhabiting a space of death using Achille Mbembe and Giorgio Agamben as 
the pallbearers of contemporary life. I intend to refrain from these necropolitical/
necrophilic accounts and instead focus on the “aliveness” of these queers in terms 
of their encounters with other bodies and objects. As such, I highlight moments of 
insignificance and illegibility that I hope will give rise to a more luminous account of 
queer immigrant lives. Mess, therefore, is not always about misery, complete desola-
tion, and abandonment but can also gesture to moments of vitality, pleasure, and 
fabulousness.12

This vignette begins and ends with dishes — implements for food, not objects 
of sexual desire but of other kinds of desires and aspirations. Natalia, one of the 
Queer Six, found a stack of dishes and bowls on the curb, around the corner from 
the apartment. Such finds are not unusual since the streets are typical sites where 
various city households dispose of discards and refuse. The dishes and bowls were 
made of melamine, which is used in the manufacturing of dining utensils and occu-
pies a middle ground between china/porcelain and plastic. It has a shiny, slightly 
heavier feel than plastic and is quite inexpensive. Natalia’s find consisted of a set of 
seven dishes and four bowls, decorated with blue leaves. The dishes and bowls must 
have been used for a long time since some of the decoration was faded or chipped. 

When Natalia took out her scavenged “treasures,” Imelda squealed with 
delight. “Oh my, beautiful dinnerware.” Then both women looked at each other 
and almost simultaneously said, “Someday.” When I asked them what they meant, 
the women admitted that no one ever really eats regularly at home. Because of the 
congested apartment and their own fear of having rats and cockroaches, they did not 
have any communal meals. Cooking was kept to reheating food bought from one of 
several ethnic restaurants in the neighborhood. Meals were limited to eating out of 
plastic or take-out containers, mostly alone or with another roommate.

Natalia’s treasure of melamine dishes and bowls soon found its way to one 
of her Rubbermaid containers piled rather haphazardly in her corner of the living 
room. But before these implements were consigned to some dark corner, Natalia 
plucked one of the bowls and made sure not to pack it together with the rest. She 
said that she was going to use it either as a soap dish or for coins, pins, and other 
small items. Natalia was very much invested in seeing the bowl as a reminder of 
the treasures now tucked away in her pile that would eventually find the light of 
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day when the “right time comes.” While not a lot of room was left in the crammed 
apartment for a stray bowl, both Imelda and Natalia wanted something other than 
packages, luggage, and other piles of stuff to make up the apartment. 

When I asked them whether they thought that the bowl was a decorative 
objet d’art, they looked at me as if I had just asked a stupid question. Imelda pointed 
to the chipped, worn condition of the bowl and asserted that both of them have 
other more beautiful and functionally decorative items in their possessions. How-
ever, this bowl was not really about adornment but was a reminder or, more spe-
cifically, a mnemonic trigger for other things hidden and buried amid the chaos of 
objects, packages, and possessions. I was not really clear about what she was saying. 
Imelda explained that after living in several dozen apartments, most of them under 
illegal leases, the precarious and itinerant lives they lead compel them to be always 
ready to move to another apartment as quickly as possible. In such events, having 
one’s possessions or “stuff” already stored away made these regular occurrences less 
inconvenient and easier to deal with. Imelda further admitted that even with her 
own attempts to keep her possessions intact, things break, get lost, or have to be 
abandoned.

When I asked Natalia whether she thought that she would be dining with 
those plates and bowls in a proper dining room sometime in the future, she shrugged 
and said that nothing is ever certain. Imelda said that all of them had hopes, aspira-
tions, and dreams of better times ahead, but at the same time she also was clear that 
those aspirational futures did not hold these women captive to objects and posses-
sions. She implied that one can keep one’s possessions in storage, but they will not 
last forever. Like Imelda, Natalia has had experiences where stored objects that held 
some kind of future potential were either left behind or discarded after becoming 
useless. The strategy of storing things in these rather jumbled ways does not always 
work well. Storage techniques such as those used in this household lead not to a 
posterity but to possible loss, breakage, and abandonment. Such eventualities are 
seen as necessary casualties — things break, we need to move on, we need to leave 
things behind.

Natalia and the other members of the Queer Six are impossible subjects. They 
live in situations that are constituted in secrecy, fear, and shame. The conditions that 
brought Natalia and the other members into the overcrowded, packed household are 
different from the pathological situations and traumas that have enabled the lives 
of hoarders. The disarray of the apartment was due to circumstances that forced six 
unrelated people to live together and gather their possessions in one very limited 
space. Natalia was not strongly wedded or attached to the idea of a future utility and 
value of any one object. She firmly believed in the impermanence of things. But that 
is not to say that she did not have a desire for or an attachment to certain objects — it 
was a belief riddled with ambivalence, tempered by the reality of her undocumented 
status, and scarred by previous struggles and losses. 
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What was clear from our discussion, and to which Natalia and Imelda would 
later confess, was that their aspirations and their practical stances were never clear-
cut; they were “murky” and subject to “swings” or changes. Natalia argued that the 
bowl was a pivotal part of her daily life despite the big chance that she would have 
to leave it behind because of her itinerant life. It would seem that their murki-
ness of feelings and attachments to their “stuff” was a way to take the edge off the 
“cruel” sting of loss, failure, and abandonment that has become almost a routine in 
their lives as undocumented immigrants. Unlike Lauren Berlant, who has attrib-
uted “cruel optimism” to the neoliberal malaise of people living in precarity whose 
almost fetishistic attachments to things, processes, ideas, and institutions are the 
very conditions that hinder them from thriving, I contend that the Queer Six rely 
on contrasting moments of detachments, letting go, moving away, the pleasure of 
discovery, and the reality that nothing is ever really permanent in order to enable 
themselves to move literally and figuratively through times and spaces, beyond days 
and rooms.13

Objects, bodies, and other materials may seem new, can bring pleasure, and 
can provide some kind of function, but at the same time they all decay, rot, fall out 
of use, and get lost in the rubble. Objects, Natalia and Imelda agreed, have their 
allocated time and space. Once these objects go beyond their allocated temporal 
and spatial existence and usefulness, it is time to throw them out, albeit sometimes 
with a heavy heart. As Natalia astutely declared, she was always ready to move and 
“to get up and go.” Itinerant lives such as those of the Queer Six, where the burden 
of stuff, the weight of material paraphernalia, is considered secondary to other con-
cerns and other burdens — such as the fear of the federal government and its docu-
ments, possible arrest, prosecution, and deportation.

These fears and burdens point to the ephemeral and shifting sense of value. 
Value, then, is mercurial, subject to the vagaries of lives on the lam. At the same 
time, it also points to enduring structures of feelings, of moments of fear such as not 
having “official documents” and those moments of pleasure and wonderment such 
as finding “treasures” in the street. Despite the seemingly easy disposability of these 
objects, they do not in any way assuage the everyday struggles that both women  
recognized — the struggle to keep a job, pay the rent, send money to family back 
home, keep under the radar from the police and immigration authorities, and find 
some kind of pleasure somewhere. All these struggles are encased in the stuff but 
remain illegible, if not invisible, to a casual observer. What does one make of this 
apartment teeming with stuff and trappings of urban immigrant life? How does one 
begin to take these cluttered lives and spaces as an alternative archive?

Archiving Otherwise: The Queer Immigrant Archive
The ideal archive is about the management of the morass of memory. But what hap-
pens when disorder and chaos are the elements that make up the archival space? 
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What happens when, instead of orderly catalogs, makeshift arrangements teetering 
on the brink of anarchy become the “disorder” of things? What kinds of value get 
attached to persons and things that dwell in mess and disorder, and how can they 
be dynamically reframed as a way to think more broadly about political acts, aspira-
tions, and stances? I turn to the ways in which the ethnographic vignette about the 
dishes and the lives and spaces of the Queer Six may be a way to think differently 
about archives and the stuff in it.

Archives are vested with authority, as Jacques Derrida has astutely pointed 
out in Archive Fever, in terms of ordering time and space and storing.14 Robert 
Vosloo, in a critical reading of Derrida’s work, reemphasizes the need to recognize 
the archive not only as a site of power but also as a vantage for promoting social 
justice and ethical responsibility. Such responsibility involves an “openness to the 
future” and a recognition of the limitations and exclusionary impulses of state and 
other institutional archives that seek to “officialize” and tether historical knowledge 
or understandings of the past in terms that do not engage with views from below.15

Following Vosloo, this essay is a way to center the lives and spaces of the 
Queer Six to promote a more sensitive and nuanced understanding of queerness and 
migration by upholding a particular notion of an archive enmeshed in clutter and 
disarray. The Queer Six household deviates from an idealized, pristine archive that 
systematically stores, retrieves, and communicates information about the past. The 
Queer Six’s messy archive reflects the ways that official state-mandated knowledge is 
embodied in the stuff of paperwork and how such a queer household/archive rejects 
the primacy of the document by refusing legibility and establishing an alternative 
(dis)order of things. The “undocumented” immigrant is not someone who does not 
have documents but rather is someone whose papers are in disarray or not in proper, 
“official” state-sanctioned order. This mess or lack of documentary order is both the 
pivot of these queer immigrant lives and the burden they carry in the everyday.

The mess of the queer immigrant archive pivots on the “disorienting” effects 
of the various kinds of documents and objects as well as the swirling cauldron of 
feelings that inhabit the spaces, objects, and times of the queer undocumented 
immigrant.16 The queer immigrant archive is an “archive of feelings” that echoes 
in more effective registers the ultimate truth of any and all archives — loss.17 Loss 
can be seen in terms of the absence of access to the official discourses of the proper 
subject. For queer undocumented immigrants, the notion of origins, which is a fun-
damental fulcrum in the mobilization of citizenship, is not only unavailable but also 
impossible and perilous.

“Where are you from?” is a question that is posed to the foreigner, the non-
citizen, and the queer. It is a question that comes from a power-laden state-centered 
vantage that demands a fixed reference, origin, or provenance from anyone seeking 
recognition. To accede to an “officializing” move and to answer such questions about 
where one was born and if one is a citizen would make an undocumented person 
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vulnerable and exposed to possible punitive actions from prosecution to deporta-
tion. The lack of fixed origins, which is often seen as a source of vexed perceptions 
and confusion, is at the same time a crucial component of queer as mess and a 
viable survival strategy for undocumented queer immigrants. For example, Natalia 
has often identified as Puerto Rican and Imelda has alluded to herself as Hawaiian 
to deflect any further inquiry into their immigration status. They rely on messing 
up their identities to survive scrutiny and surveillance. Therefore, queer immigrant 
archives and the impossible lives of queer undocumented immigrants persist in a 
perpetual refusal of fixed origins and temporal and semantic legibility and are cast 
in the whirling pool of often conflicting trajectories, desires, and aspirations.

The refusals of documentary “truths” of origins and legibility reside not only 
in the bodies of queer immigrants but also in their relationships with objects. In 
my accounts of the Queer Six household, I have tried to avoid normalizing notions 
about the relationship between persons and things. Scott Herring, inspired by Sara 
Ahmed’s queer phenomenology, directs readers to the discrepant ways that margin-
alized and impossible subjects like hoarders and queers have a wayward relationship 
to material objects.18 Such “material deviance,” as Herring astutely calls it, operates 
in ways that do not rely on the romanticized and normative expectations of how 
things “typically” work in people’s lives or, conversely, how people’s lives typically 
work on things. I go back to Natalia’s dishes as a way to seriously engage with Her-
ring’s notion. Consider a situation where someone comes into contact with Natalia’s 
plates and bowls encased with her other belongings — left behind in a moment of 
haste. What kind of interpretation can be made while, on the one hand, holding 
the material objects and, on the other, hearing the story of Natalia, Imelda, and the 
other Queer Six household members? Why should Natalia keep those dishes when 
she herself finds the likelihood of using the implements in a “proper dining manner” 
to be either remote or nearly impossible given her own living conditions? Is this just 
a case of unbridled hopefulness, or is there something more?

To understand the archival usefulness of Natalia’s dishes, it is important to 
repudiate a rational correspondence between the material value of the dishes, their 
functionality, and the various feelings and emotions that emerged from the moment 
when Natalia discovered them on the street to the time she took them home, stared 
at them lovingly, and then stored them — never to be used at least in the couple of 
years I have known the Queer Six. It is more crucial to get a sense of the disjunctions 
between Natalia’s words and her actions and not enclose them within a cause/effect 
framework but to acknowledge the very muddled, illegible, and intractable lines 
between the material object, Natalia’s own desires and aspirations, and the space 
of the apartment in the making of worlds and the creation of histories. I sought not 
to “create order” out of the quagmire of Natalia’s words and deeds but to gesture to 
the workings of chaos, mess, and morass in ways that deflect simplistic questions of 
origins, functions, and value as part of a queering of the archive. This essay does not 
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clean up the mess but rather critically addresses the need to live with, against, and 
despite the mess. 

Part of the problem that besets the queer immigrant archive, from the per-
spective of traditional historiography, is the validity of ephemera, material objects 
that are not indigenous to a particular group. Unlike an archeological dig of an 
ancient settlement, a contemporary observer coming into the Queer Six household 
will not have the delusional luxury of simplistically tying in objects with the people’s 
habitus. The evidentiary problems of ephemera harken to the issue of fixed origins 
discussed above. That is, any attempt to fix provenances and origins will ultimately 
fail, if not be fruitless. The ephemera in the Queer Six household are precisely those 
that are impervious to clear itineraries of ownership and value. Things have been 
picked up in bargain stores, at the Salvation Army, and in trash bins in city streets 
and have undergone multiple origins, transitions, and functions unlike those things 
bought new in the mall or any other store. Indeed, objects bought in regular stores 
and the mall may find their way to the trash and to secondhand shops, hence ephem-
era do not allow themselves to be easily slotted into linear chronologies, singular 
narratives, or functional descriptions.

The significance of ephemeral evidence, such as Natalia’s dishes, is not based 
on how it can be traced through a clear-cut genealogy and fixed strand of meaning; 
rather, its worth is about how it embodies the fleeting, nomadic, messy, and elusive 
experiences and processes of self-making (and, I may add, history making) particu-
larly among what José Esteban Muñoz calls “minoritarian subjects” (which includes 
queers, people of color, immigrants, and many “others”).19 Muñoz astutely argues 
that ephemera go against preestablished disciplinary formations of evidence since it 
speaks to illegibility and lack of clarity. Ephemera are to some extent about mess and 
clutter — of seemingly disposable and trivial stuff. Finally, ephemera, he elegantly 
offers, are about “traces, glimmers, residues, and specks of things.”20 

The “glimmers” and “traces” of Natalia’s dishes can be gleaned in her 
attempts to appropriate these objects, bestow an alternative value to them (no lon-
ger somebody’s trash), store them like treasure, and keep an eye on a future that 
may include a domestic scene of a dinner involving those implements. Following this 
line of thought about ephemera, the dishes together with the heaping mountains 
of possessions in the apartment combined with the stories of Natalia and the other 
members of the household hint at and subtly suggest the long, arduous process of 
resilient struggles, fleeting pleasures, hopeful aspirations, and manifold failures. The 
apartment, its objects and its inhabitants, and the embodied relationships enclosed 
within the space form a queer immigrant “living archive.”21 Such an archive initiates 
new ways of understanding history from below and fosters more expansive notions 
of queerness and migration. It also can help reorient activist and political discourses 
about time, space, and value — unfolding new vistas for what is significant and  
(im)possible for building new coalitions around immigration and queer issues. These 
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objects, bodies, experiences, and practices do not foreclose or “fix” a future. There is 
no “No Future” among the Queer Six. This archive involves the gathering and inter-
pretation of historical “matter” that includes the tragic, the repulsive, the uncom-
fortable, the banal, and the seemingly trashy, off-kilter objects and bodily practices 
that may hint at political potentials, gesture to alternative narratives, and enable an 
openness to multiple futures.
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 part iII ][ Chapter 9

Remaking History

Lesbian Feminist Historical Methods  
in the Digital Humanities

Michelle Schwartz and Constance Crompton

Writing of her experience in the early 1990s, sociologist Becki Ross points 
to “generational chauvinism” that reduced radical lesbians of the 1970s 
to stereotypes, leaving her peers to assume that the previous generation 

was “shrill and humourless.” The history Ross says her generation did know “comi-
cally reduced [lesbian feminists] to excessive flannel, vigilantly practiced downward 
mobility . . . strict vegetarianism, and syrupy, sentimentalized fiction.”1 There had 
been a similar generational rift between lesbian feminists and the women of the 
bar scene that preceded them, “compounded by often outright rejection of what 
little was known, [which] rendered impossible the building of bridges to bind and 
fortify ‘old’ and ‘new’ generations.”2 Thankfully, there is room for digital humani-
ties scholars, sociologists, historians, and ethnographers to help bridge these inter-
generational gaps. Moreover, we can engage with the historiography of the women 
who have come before us to aid us as we work toward greater intergenerational 
understanding. In this chapter we explore how history- making practices of radical 
and lesbian feminists offer a model of cultural history preservation and transmis-
sion for those of us who create digital resources.

Drawing on the historiographic practices of Jeanette Howard Foster in the 
1950s, Barbara Grier in the 1960s, Lillian Faderman in the 1980s, and Dell Rich-
ards in 1990, we argue that the accumulation of data and the rhetorical structuring 
of those data (in these examples often as a list, a much ignored data format) serve 
as important acts of lesbian self- definition, self- definition that resists the erasure of 
women’s history by mainstream culture and the definition of the lesbian self in rela-
tion to men. This listing, or amassing of data, situates lesbian researchers as the heirs 
of the history that they create. This ordering of data in self- definitional work, even 
in the face of the increased attention, or even surveillance, that it might bring, is an 
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important corrective to lesbian histories that are often framed as an afterthought in 
gay men’s histories, or worse, are ignored altogether.

We then turn to what contemporary digital humanities scholars can learn from 
radical lesbian and feminist archiving and publishing as a means to preserve and 
disseminate lesbian history. While this history- making situates researchers and their 
sisters in relation to lost history, there is something in the perpetual reinvigoration 
and revisiting of these lists and projects, often started anew every decade, which 
leads us to ask about the lack of cultural transmission between lesbian generations. 
With concerns about Ross’s “generational chauvinism” in mind, we turn to the 
Lesbian and Gay Liberation in Canada (LGLC) project to investigate how data for-
mats and digital archiving processes can bridge the intergenerational gap, conclud-
ing with an outline of the stakes of this recovery work in the context of the digital 
humanities for those of us interested in promoting social justice and undermining 
patriarchy.

Digital humanities has not always been a field engaged in these debates, and 
yet it offers the digital tools to engage in lesbian history- making and dissemination, 
built on the DIY ethos of radical and lesbian feminists, discussed below. What we 
strive for in our development of the LGLC project is to meet Miriam Posner’s call 
for a radical new digital humanities, one that not only shifts the foci of projects away 
from the mainstream to the marginalized, but also develops ways of representing 
people’s lives in data “as they have been experienced, not as they have been captured 
and advanced by businesses and governments.”3

In keeping with Posner’s approach, we have tried to engage with the mate-
rial on its own terms, thinking with and through the practices by which radical 
women engaged in self- definition, which, as we work with material that encom-
passes ever greater spans of time, larger spaces, and extended communities, has 
become increasingly challenging. As a result, the project is grounded by a rather 
broad definition of lesbian, drawn from the Lesbian Herstory Archives (LHA). The 
LHA, which was founded by a Gay Academic Union consciousness- raising group 
in 1972, seeks to record and tell the stories of almost all women, including “women 
who have lived their lives as lesbians, to transgendered women living as lesbians, to 
married women who remember the one affair they had, to lesbian sex workers, to 
lesbian mothers of lesbian daughters.”4 The familial reference to lesbian mothers of 
lesbian daughters may be productively taken up as the appropriate intergenerational 
approach to archival material, one that Kate Eichhorn points out is not meant to be 
confined by straight cisgendered familial roles, but rather by queer familial roles that 
can engage in productive disagreement complemented by “fierce protectiveness.”5

An uncritically celebratory approach to this particular history is, however, nei-
ther possible nor desirable. As Roxanne Stamer has pointed out, “with the contin-
ued emergence of 1970s feminist archives, feminist historians need to ask how they 
might receive them and whether they might do so such that they do not iterate [the 
1970s call to rediscover or uncover lesbian history’s] assumptions of sameness across 
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time.”6 This particular warning, which we take up in the final section of the chapter, 
written in the year after the last Michigan Womyn’s Festival, is pressing, especially 
as we think through 1970s radical feminism’s exclusion of trans*7 women and the 
insufficient work that was and is done by white feminists to address personal and 
institutional racism.8

This chapter covers lesbian listing, publishing, and archiving events in the cen-
tury that followed 1917, when Jeanette Howard Foster began the list that would 
become the book Sex Variant Women in Literature, and so there is room for con-
siderable slippage in historical terms as cultural context changes. We use the term 
“lesbian feminist” to refer to women who identified as lesbian and feminist as two 
separate identities in the first half of the twentieth century. In the late 1960s “lesbian 
feminist” came to refer to women who identified with Ti- Grace Atkinson’s apho-
rism “Feminism is the theory, lesbianism is the practice.” This made lesbian femi-
nist discourse from the late 1960s to the 1980s, which cast lesbianism as a political 
choice, quite different from the biologically determinant “born that way” rheto-
ric of the 1990s and 2000s. Akin to “woman- identified women,” lesbian feminists 
of the 1970s were on the whole less militant than “radical feminists,” although, we 
should note, there is some slippage between those two terms and their use is nei-
ther geographically nor temporally uniform. Broadly, then, we use “radical femi-
nist” to refer to separatist women who either developed spaces that excluded men 
or opted out of patriarchal culture altogether by seeking self- sufficiency in women- 
only communes, collectives, and womyn’s lands. While most of the chapter that fol-
lows addresses the community and history- building work of lesbians in the middle 
decades of the twentieth century, to whom the contemporary valence and concerns 
of queer politics were unavailable, it will conclude with a discussion of the resur-
rection of sound radical feminist approaches that can productively inform digital 
humanities practice in a way that avoids the troubling exclusion of trans* women.

We are guided by the way lesbian feminist historians of the past have reclaimed 
the forgotten or erased history of women’s lives, and how they have thought about 
and represented sexuality and gender through the centuries in order to build a les-
bian identity for the present. Being in control of one’s own history is of real political 
import. As Ellen Lewin points out in the introduction to her book Inventing Les-
bian Cultures in America, one of the great achievements of the twentieth century’s 
lesbian feminist movement was to wrest control of the word “lesbian” from Western 
psychiatry and redefine it as more than an illness, creating in its place an identity 
that transcended pathology.9 Crucial to the formation of this new lesbian identity 
was the construction of a lesbian culture and history, for without that history there 
could be no movement, no sense of “collective meaning.”10 As Lillian Faderman put 
it, “the possibility of a life as a lesbian had to be socially constructed in order for 
women to be able to choose such a life.”11

The importance of this process to the lesbian feminists of the time cannot be 
overstated. In 1980, Adrienne Rich described being denied access to “any knowledge 
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of a tradition, a continuity, a social underpinning” for lesbianism as nothing short of 
a “means of keeping heterosexuality compulsory for women.”12 These construc-
tions of the past were, for Lewin, “a vital aspect of how lesbians imagine the pres-
ent, whether they believe the present to be continuous with or disruptive of that 
past.”13 Standing between lesbian feminists and this sense of identity was a page left 
blank by centuries of cultural omission. In her essay “It Is the Lesbian in Us,” Adri-
enne Rich points out how heavily we as a culture rely on the books in our librar-
ies to teach us how to live and tell us what is possible. However, in literature and in 
history, relationships between women went unnamed, undepicted, omitted, cen-
sored, and “misnamed as something else.” She cites Virginia Woolf ’s description 
of those blank pages as “that vast chamber where nobody has been,” or in Emily 
Dickinson’s words: “My Classics veiled their faces.”14 Rich describes her own “pur-
suit of a flickering, often disguised reality” in the literature of the past as “a sense 
of desiring oneself; above all, of choosing oneself.”15 In addition to recovering 
and improving the visibility of activists’ work, we are interested in engaging les-
bian historiographic methods, especially the enumeration, naming, cataloging, list-
ing, and self- publishing that women undertook in the 1960s and 1970s in order to 
help keep omission, misnaming, and censorship from hindering intergenerational 
understanding and knowledge transmission.

Lesbian Historiography

Through the twentieth century, lesbian feminists pursued Adrienne Rich’s flicker-
ing, disguised reality, and painstakingly worked to reconstruct and self- publish les-
bian history. This revivification of lesbian history and culture used the same social 
history methods that women’s history scholars would use to reconstruct a histori-
cal past in which women had not been erased.16 In 1917, Jeanette Howard Foster 
began the process of “authenticating by accumulation” (a phrase that Alisa Klinger 
has used to describe the creation of multicultural lesbian anthologies).17 As a mem-
ber of the student council at Rockford University in Illinois, she was called upon to 
“discipline two other female students in a ‘morals case.’ ”18 Not entirely sure what a 
‘morals case’ even referred to, she began a process of research into same- sex attrac-
tion among women that quickly transcended its original purpose. Foster began to 
construct a list, the beginning of a bibliography of references to romantic relation-
ships between women in literature and poetry, a bibliography that she worked on 
for almost forty years. Throughout her time as a professor at Drexel University, 
as a researcher working with Alfred Kinsey on his study Sexual Behavior in the 
Human Female, and as a librarian at the University of Kansas, Jeanette Howard 
Foster worked with her partner Hazel Tolliver to “track down and translate historic 
references to lesbian love.”19 Her book, Sex Variant Women in Literature, subtitled 
“A Historical and Quantitative Survey,” begins with Sappho in the sixth century BCE 
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and ends, almost four hundred pages and 2,600 years later, with Patricia Highsmith’s 
The Price of Salt.20

In 1954, having already been disappointed when a university press revoked an 
agreement to publish her book because the new editor was “afraid to honor the com-
mitment” and knowing she would be ignored by the traditional publishing indus-
try, Foster paid Vantage Press to print her groundbreaking bibliography.21 She sent a 
copy to the editor of The Ladder, the print arm of the lesbian organization Daughters 
of Bilitis.22 In May of 1957, Marion Zimmer Bradley reviewed Sex Variant Women 
in Literature for the The Ladder, proclaiming, “To the collector of Lesbian literature 
the work is invaluable, listing as it does every major work and many minor ones.”23

In 1956, a twenty- three- year- old lesbian with a similar passion for compiling 
lists befriended Jeanette Howard Foster. Barbara Grier, a bibliophile who went on 
to write fifteen years’ worth of lesbian literature reviews for the Lesbiana column of 
The Ladder, began working with Marion Zimmer Bradley to compile “The Check-
list,” a “hand- typed, mimeographed bibliography” of lesbian content in literature.24 
First published in 1960, “The Checklist” was revised and supplemented several times 
before taking its final form as The Lesbian in Literature in 1967.25 The first edition 
listed three thousand books, and each subsequent edition, enhanced by the contri-
butions of many collaborators, added many more. Entries were coded to indicate 
the presence of major and minor “lesbian characters and/or action” or “repressed 
lesbianism or characters who can be so interpreted” and the “quality of the Les-
bian material in the work in question.”26 The list was comprehensive, extending 
well beyond outright lesbian content to include everything from the “sex disguise” 
employed by Edmund Spenser in The Fairie Queene in 1590, the memoir of an 
Episcopalian bishop who had ordained an out lesbian into the priesthood, “mildly 
pertinent” work by Anaïs Nin, and The Fur Person, “a cat book, about a remarkable 
cat that belongs to an obvious Lesbian couple.”27

It was not just Barbara Grier and her many collaborators and Ladder read-
ers who took inspiration and solace in Foster’s monumental bibliography. In 1962, 
a closeted graduate student named Lillian Faderman came across Sex Variant 
Women in Literature while perusing the shelves of the English Reading Room at 
the University of California, Los Angeles, looking for books by E. M. Forster. In her 
introduction to Joanne Passett’s biography of Jeanette Howard Foster, Faderman 
describes furtively returning again and again to the book in the stacks, hiding its 
binding in the pages of another book, and reading it chapter by chapter until she 
had devoured the whole bibliography. She later described Foster as her model for 
“how one could do serious scholarship about lesbian subject matter.”28 It was, she 
said “the inspiration of that book that made me begin in 1976 the study that would 
eventually be published in 1981 as Surpassing the Love of Men.”29 Thus was birthed 
an entire genre of lesbian history writing, written by women delving into obscure 
archives and mouldy books to carefully compile volumes listing every previously 
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ignored or forgotten instances of friendly spinsters who kept odd company, Boston 
marriages, romantic friendships, cross- dressers, mannish inverts, female husbands, 
hermaphrodites, and more.

In our consideration of this genre of lesbian historiography, we would like to 
pause over Lesbian Lists: A Look at Lesbian Culture, History, and Personalities 
(1990), by Dell Richards. The book is a creative take on the lesbian feminist historio-
graphic tradition. Quite literally a book of lists, Lesbian Lists is even more heteroge-
neous than Grier’s bibliography. Richards offers her readers lists, such as “11,000 and 
More Sworn Virgins,” “13 Uppity Women Who Were Called Lesbians— But Who 
Probably Weren’t,” “7 Lesbians Whose Poems Appear in the Norton Anthology of 
Poetry, First Edition,” and “5 Works [of Fiction] with Natalie Barney as a Charac-
ter.” Many of Richards’s lists are tongue- in- cheek— the text is far from scholarly— but 
the lists aside, we are particularly interested in the historiographic methodological 
musings contained in a few lines in Richards’s introduction.30

In the introduction to Lesbian Lists, Richards weighs the question of whom to 
list in the book and whom to leave out. She elucidates the difficulty she had reading 
historical accounts and working out a methodology for whom to include. Should 
the book list “women who are sexually attracted to other women or women who 
became lesbians through feminism? Or should [she] use a much broader defini-
tion, one which includes the romantic friends movement? . . . Should [she] include 
spinsters?” (emphasis added).31 As the title of the “13 Uppity Women” list attests, 
she cast her net wide. Richards did not focus solely on “women who are sexually 
attracted to other women or women who became lesbians through feminism” but 
rather opted for inclusivity, as, “17 Romantic Friends,” “5 Lesbians Who Married 
Gay Men,” and “15 Spinsters Who Need to Be Researched” attest. Through lists, the 
book is striving to create a history for lesbianism, and by privileging a variety of 
relationships, lets contemporary women consider what it meant to be a lesbian in 
the past, and to take heart in what women accomplished (which is plenty, the lists 
tell us, with accounts of doctors and writers, nuns and rulers, mathematicians and 
social reformers).

The introduction also includes the idea that women might come to be lesbian 
through divine political revelation. Speaking of her own experience in the 1970s, 
Richards says, “For me, becoming a lesbian was a conscious political decision, the 
logical extension of feminism.”32 What is most interesting here is that Richards’s 
typology, of a lesbian born of nature and one of politics, no longer holds sway in 
contemporary culture. There are still many women who might say that they came 
to be lesbian through politics, but their experience is not part of national or popu-
lar discourse. However, Richards’s account of her experience and motives is worth 
capturing, contextualizing, and sharing. Her self- declaration, her self- definition, is 
in danger of being lost if we forget the many ways of being a lesbian even as recent 
as the 1970s. It is precisely this sort of information that the LGLC project seeks to 
share across generations. Even if there are very few young women today who would 
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now say that their sexuality is the result of a political choice, in engaging with 1970s 
lesbian feminism, we seek to make it clear that this once was, and could again be, a 
condition of possibility for women. With the loss of the idea that lesbianism has 
and can be a political choice might come a diminished power to imagine and build 
a future that offers equitable possibilities, and a diminished language to talk about 
self- determination and self- definition, and to respond to contemporary political 
realities that, like those of the 1970s, might persist or might be short- lived.

Richards (and others like her who have written in the lesbian historiographical 
tradition that owes so much to Foster, Grier, and Faderman) is building a history, 
a community that stretches back over a thousand years, and that even from that 
thousand- year vantage point reaches forward to embrace her. And yet, Richards 
is also using history to imagine the future, a future that is different from the pres-
ent and the past, which includes “women who became lesbians through feminism.”

Lesbian Lists concludes with a call to research. One of the final lists is entitled 
“Cities with Lesbian Archives.”33 Echoing Foster’s bibliographic call to lesbians to 
recognize themselves in the pages of particular books, Richards incites her readers 
to research, to find out more, to read unread texts. The result of this archival work 
could be more histories which women could embody, positioning themselves in 
history, or publish, sharing that history with others.

The lesbian list as a community- building and visibility- promoting strategy has 
been taken up in a contemporary digital context, and in many cases has, with the 
growing mainstream acceptance of the LGBT community, been coopted by major 
media corporations looking to cash in on the format. Some of these new lesbian 
lists work within the listicle format popularized by BuzzFeed and Gawker Media, 
aggregating content from elsewhere on the web and using clickbait titles to maxi-
mize page views in order to appeal to advertisers. For example, AfterEllen’s “The 
AfterEllen.com Les/Bi List!” of the top fifty “out female celebrities” points to the 
political importance of visibility (“Back when AfterEllen.com was founded in 2002,” 
the site points out “our slogan was ‘Because Visibility Matters.’ Indeed, the idea that 
lesbian and bisexual women need to be visible, both to ourselves and to the wider 
culture. . . . Only by being visible to family, friends and the world do we overcome 
the stereotypes and bigotry used to justify discrimination against the GLBT commu-
nity”) while also setting up the list to span eighteen pages, maximizing the number 
of pageviews to ensure sustainable ad revenue. It is important to note that in 2011, 
when “The AfterEllen.com Les/Bi List!” was published, AfterEllen was a subsidiary 
of Logo TV, the lesbian-  and gay- themed television channel owned by Viacom.34

Keeping more in line with the original ethos of the lesbian lists, the indepen-
dently owned Autostraddle, a website for “lesbian, bisexual and queer women (cis 
and trans)” has demonstrated a deep and abiding fondness for traditional lesbian 
history- making, going so far as to take Del Richards’s list “20 Turn- of- the- Century 
‘Ways to Tell’ if a Girl Would Become Gay or if a Woman Was a Lesbian— According 
to the Medical Journals of the Day” and spinning it into “15 Ways to Spot a Lesbian 
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According to Some Really Old Medical Journals,” illustrated with tongue- in- cheek 
photos of lesbian celebrities as well as members of the Autostraddle staff and their 
girlfriends.35 In their post on the “Top 10 Most Sexually Prolific Lesbians and Bisex-
uals of Old Hollywood,” Autostraddle creates an “Old Hollywood Edition” of “The 
Chart,” the L Word’s network graph of lesbian relationships.36 Following in the steps 
of Foster, Grier, and Richards, albeit in a somewhat less academically rigorous man-
ner, “The Chart: Old Hollywood Edition” favors inclusion over all else, collating 
information from a collection of books and from the internet to map out the same- 
sex relationships of famous female entertainers, some of them, like Marlene Diet-
rich, who lived openly gay or bisexual lives, and others, like Barbara Stanwyck, who 
were either “deeply closeted” or perhaps just the subject of rumor and innuendo. 
“A lot of this information could be false, but it is also possibly true!” writes Riese, 
the author of the piece, before offering readers an alternative reality Hollywood, one 
in which Katharine Hepburn’s most well- known relationship is the sixty years she 
spent with Laura Harding, rather than her tumultuous affair with Spencer Tracy.37 
In the creation of “The Chart: Old Hollywood Edition,” the editors of Autostraddle 
have positioned themselves within the long tradition of lesbian list- based history- 
making, seeking to fill Woolf ’s “vast chamber where nobody has been.”

In the final section of this chapter we offer the LGLC project as a case study 
showcasing how lesbian list- making practices can intersect with the digital human-
ities. To do so, the project takes up the listing and bibliographic historiographic 
strategies, as well as network graph representation strategies found in Autostrad-
dle’s chart. We apply measures for inclusion and definition that let us capture his-
torical contingency, uncertainty, and conflict in the archival record, and by allow-
ing our code to make these measures visible to those of our readers who want to 
see how assertions about history are made in a digital humanities context.

Lesbian Publishing and Archiving

For lesbian feminists, the importance of controlling the means of printing and 
circulating lesbian histories and lesbian literature went hand in hand with the 
importance of creating lists and literature— since “the lesbian, without a literature, 
is without life.”38 Women like Barbara Grier wanted to ensure that they would never 
have to rely on the biases of the mainstream publishing industry to print the works 
that were crucial to their self- knowledge. Thus began a “paper lesbian” renaissance 
that ran from guerrilla printing operations using “liberated” office supplies and 
workplace typewriters to the establishment of full- scale lesbian feminist publish-
ing companies.39 And so it followed that Barbara Grier, having taken on the task 
of maintaining Jeanette Howard Foster’s legacy, contributed addenda to Sex Vari-
ant Women in Literature in new editions. The first was published in 1975 by Diana 
Press, a “women’s print shop and feminist publishing house” begun by Coletta Reid 
and Casey Czarnik.40 The second addenda was published in 1985 by Naiad Press, a 
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lesbian feminist publishing company cofounded by Barbara Grier, Anyda Marchant, 
Donna McBride, and Muriel Crawford.41 Lesbian Lists: A Look at Lesbian Culture, 
History, and Personalities would not have existed without the feminist- focused gay 
press. It was published in 1990 by Alyson Publications, a press that published work 
of interest to both gay men and lesbians, which at the time was still owned and run 
by its founder Sasha Alyson. In Canada and the United States, gay periodicals like 
The Body Politic (Toronto), Le Berdache (Montreal), GO Info (Ottawa), The Gae-
zette (Atlantic Canada), Christopher Street (New York), and Tangents (Los Angeles) 
were joined by presses, such as The Feminist Press (New York), Press Gang (Van-
couver), Innana (Toronto), Arsenal Pulp Press (Vancouver), and Women’s Press 
(Toronto). Some of these publishing companies, such as The Feminist Press and 
Press Gang, had an explicit mission to publish women writers and recover out- of- 
print work by women.

As Rich reminds us, libraries and archives are full of the material that teaches us 
how to live and what is possible. Deborah Edel and Joan Nestle, two of the found-
ers of New York’s Lesbian Herstory Archives (LHA), included in Dell Richards’s list 
of “Cities with Lesbian Archives,” took up the important work of circulating books 
and archival materials within lesbian communities. They spent the 1970s bringing 
items from their collection to underground events held at women’s festivals, uni-
versity campuses, and gay churches and synagogues, with the historiographic goal 
of turning “shame into a sense of cherished history” and changing “the meaning 
of history to include every woman who had the courage to touch another woman, 
whether for a night or a lifetime.” Joan Nestle described the aim of this show- and- 
tell of archival artefacts, later converted into a slideshow, as changing “deprivation 
into cultural plenitude.”42 The legacy of Jeanette Howard Foster, Barbara Grier, 
and the paper lesbians has been exactly that, with the work of the scholars that 
followed, including Lillian Faderman, Elizabeth Lapovsky Kennedy, Madeline D. 
Davis, Martha Vicinus, Emma Donoghue, and Cameron Duder, among many oth-
ers, bringing Adrienne Rich’s “flickering, often disguised reality” back into the light, 
turning deprivation into bounty.

With the expansion of scholarly digital editions and hypermedia archives in the 
1990s came the great hope that the web would become a space of light and bounty, 
providing a place to disseminate primary source material and scholarship by and 
about marginalized historical persons. Unfortunately, as Amy Earhart noted in the 
first Debates volume, many of the earliest digital resources dedicated to marginal-
ized subjects have disappeared from the web. As we attempt to list, archive, pub-
lish, and share via the web, we can learn from the data gathering, publishing, and 
archiving strategies of the lesbian feminist community. Each of the groups of women 
that took up the aggregation, framing, and preservation of knowledge did so in a 
necessarily DIY fashion: the LHA could not trust that universities and government 
archives would be interested in lesbian materials, just as Jeanette Howard Foster 
could not rely on commercial publishers to help disseminate her bibliography.
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The policies of the LHA were an inspiration to the LGLC project, as we thought 
through best practices for lesbian feminist history- making, and how to work 
within the constraints of the contemporary academic system. The LHA summa-
rizes their principles as inclusive, noninstitutional, and committed to living his-
tory. They declare, “All Lesbian women must have access to the Archives” regard-
less of race or class, or academic, political, or sexual credentials. They say as well 
that the archives will be housed in the community, not on an academic campus 
closed to many women, funded by the community, and that the community should 
“share in the work of the Archives.” Archival skills “shall be taught, one generation of 
Lesbians to another, breaking the elitism of traditional archives” and the “Archives 
will never be sold nor will its contents be divided.” Perhaps the most distinctive prin-
ciple of the LHA, setting it apart from traditional academic archives, is this one: “The 
Archives shall be involved in the political struggles of all Lesbians.”43

This egalitarian and collectivist ethos has set the LHA apart from traditional 
archives and scholarship from the very beginning. The second issue of their news-
letter, published in 1976, contains calls for women to send in any contacts they 
might have with lesbian separatist communities, information on the summer 
home of Romaine Brooks and Natalie Clifford- Barney, references to “Histoire de 
la secte anandryne” from 1778, and missing issues of Lesbian Tide. It asks for Ger-
man speakers to translate issues of Lesbenpresse and women willing to tape les-
bian “speakers, musical events, conferences, and radio shows.” It also contains a 
“Bibliography of Bibliographies,” listing just four titles as being “By Lesbians About 
Lesbians”— Foster, Grier, Marie Kuda’s Women Loving Women, An Annotated Bib-
liography published by Womanpress in 1975, and a four- page section of one issue of 
Amazon Quarterly— and implores readers, “It is clear that careful searching is still 
required to find references to Lesbians in all works, including those published by 
Feminists. . . . Bibliographies just on Lesbian culture desperately need to be done.”44

On their donation page, the LHA includes the rather broad definition included 
above, urging almost all women to consider donating material to the archive. In this 
way, “our history will more accurately reflect the range of lives we have led rather 
than reducing us to a stereotype or to a few ‘famous’ women” (emphasis added). 
Instructions follow for “Creating Your Special Collection,” leading potential donors 
through the steps of arranging and describing an archival collection, from using 
acid- free folders to labeling photos with soft pencil. They ask women to create time-
lines and add descriptive information about the personal significance of artefacts. 
They urge women who plan on bequeathing their papers to the LHA in their wills 
to use a lawyer to ensure that malicious relatives will be unable to “lose or destroy 
your papers.” Finally, they say, “Offering your collection to the Lesbian Herstory 
Archives is offering a reflection of yourself to your community. Lesbians and others 
who seek to know us by exploring your life are eager to read your words, know your 
thoughts, and view your images. Placing your collection in the Archives is a coura-
geous and generous act. Thanks to you and others who have offered collections to 

This content downloaded from 128.195.68.67 on Wed, 17 Apr 2019 02:53:29 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



Remaking History [ 141

the Archives, lesbian herstory will live as a life- giving force for generations to come. 
We thank you for your generosity, in memory of the voices we have lost.”45 Radi-
cal history spaces like the LHA not only preserve and make visible the histories of 
marginalized groups but also serve as catalysts for political change. The LHA, which 
is a separatist space in a radical sense, invites trans* lesbians to donate their papers, 
and by extension, their voices to the archive. They encourage responsible, yet DIY, 
archiving in a way that promotes intergenerational learning. Above all, they focus on 
collectivity, with the goal of breaking down stereotypes by representing a wide vari-
ety of lesbian lives, rather than those of just a few famous women.

The appeal of this approach has lasted, evident not just in the continued exis-
tence of the LHA but also in the growth of new organizations that shared their 
mission. In their first newsletter in 1975, the LHA declared its “commitment to 
rediscovering our past, controlling our present, and speaking to our future. We 
seek to preserve for the future all expressions of our identity.” In 2012, Autostraddle 
profiled the LHA in their Herstory column. Vanessa, the post’s author, found par-
allels between the two organizations’ community- based, community- funded mis-
sions, concluding “both projects want to give women a chance to say, ‘This is who 
I am because I say so,’ as opposed to allowing outside sources tell us who we should 
be. Both projects offer constant affirmation that you exist, I exist, we exist.”46

Past Methods for Contemporary Digital Humanities Scholarship

The question of best practice when it comes to creating lesbian history that will pro-
mote the intergenerational understanding that Ross calls for is not without contro-
versy, especially when it comes to questions of privacy or evolving identities. It is 
not sufficient for us to assert that synthesizing and publishing online information 
that is available in the archives and in back issues of queer periodicals is somehow 
politically neutral because the information is already publicly available. The LGLC 
project does make Canada’s gay liberation history more visible than it would be if 
the project’s content stayed in print archives only. While the project does not out 
any activists who were not out in the 1960s and 1970s, in using radical feminist his-
toriography of the type taken up by Foster, Grier, Faderman, and Richards, it does 
increase activist visibility with the goal of encouraging the intergenerational under-
standing that Ross notes is missing. Rather than flattening data into binaries to fit 
existing data models and international standards, we strive to represent uncertainty, 
historical contingency, conflict, variation, instability, and multidimensionality. The 
stakes are high: in an age where we recognize the right to be forgotten, we must 
also weigh the danger to both feminism and queer politics of hiding our history, 
forcing each new generation to start anew, with only the haziest stereotypes about 
previous generations to draw on for strength, or worse, to look on with derision, 
against the threat of confrontation, doxing, or violence to named activists. The best 
way forward is not always clear, but the LGLC project continues to chronicle events 
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covered in the queer archival record, rather than risk losing that history to current 
debates or stereotypes.

The data aggregation and circulation work of lesbian feminists in the twentieth 
century has much to teach us as we embark on individual research projects, engage 
with one another through disciplinary channels, and shape the broader political 
landscape: twentieth- century lesbian feminist work gives us tools to imagine an 
equitable future that recognizes the nuanced and historically contingent forces that 
shape our own project, LGLC, and the community that shapes the Text Encoding 
Initiative, whose XML markup language, TEI, underpins the project (and some 
of whose senior male members have taken explicit action to include women, dis-
cussed below).47 Moreover, midcentury lesbian feminist aggregating, publishing, and 
archiving offer insights into how to thoughtfully reengage radical feminist politics, 
which have revived in North American cities in the last decade, and to understand 
and encourage the antioppression turn in the digital humanities in a way that moves 
beyond stereotypes.

The politics of the gay liberation movement were quite different from main-
stream queer politics today. Gay liberationists were interested in a radical break with 
a culture that permitted institutional, financial, legal, and physical violence against 
gay people. Contemporary gay rights activism, with its focus on legal rights and 
marriage, is more invested in integration, and in some cases even assimilation, than 
liberation activism was. We hope, through the project, to make visible the histori-
cally specific struggle and politics of gay liberation, which, while relatively recent, 
are in danger of being lost, as though the political interests of contemporary gay 
people are the same as they were in the mid- twentieth century. Therefore, one of the 
central goals of the LGLC project is to create a publicly accessible online resource 
about the events and the politics of the gay liberation movement. The other, which 
we will turn to shortly, is to train students in the digital methods (formalizing, ver-
sioning, querying) that complement the work and data formats (listing, archiving, 
publishing) in which activists of the mid- twentieth century trained themselves.48

As we were starting our project, we were as eager to learn about the technologi-
cal underpinnings of the projects that we admired as we were keen to know about 
the theoretical precepts that underpinned them. Despite critiques that the digital 
humanities is, as a discipline, undertheorized or overmethodologized, we had a 
hard time finding the methodological lists we needed: the lists of tasks and tech in 
each project’s workflow (this task has been made easier in the intervening years by 
Miriam Posner’s excellent “How Did They Make That?” blog posts, now part of the 
DHCommons Journal).49 It is in this spirit, and the LHA’s which has been so inspi-
rational to us, that we offer the tech stack, mentorship, data formats, and circum-
stances that have made our project, Lesbian and Gay Liberation in Canada, a TEI and 
database- driven chronology of the gay liberation movement in Canada, possible.

The project is based on the two- volume work Lesbian and Gay Liberation in 
Canada: A Selected Annotated Chronology by our collaborator, the head of Book 
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and Serials Acquisitions at the University of Toronto Libraries, Donald McLeod. 
Don’s two- volume work lists events of the gay liberation movement, from the for-
mation of the first homophile associations in 1964 to the start of the AIDS crisis 
in 1981. Don compiled these lists of poetry readings, legislative changes, murders, 
arrests, book launches, and celebrations by hand, reading through the holdings of 
several archives. In keeping with DIY radical publishing practices, practices that are 
invested in sharing lost histories at any cost, Don paid for the publication of the first 
volume of Lesbian and Gay Liberation in Canada, recovering publication expenses 
over the course of a decade by selling the book through gay bookstores in Canada 
and the United States. The chronology had its genesis in 1984, when McLeod was 
working on an AIDS bibliography, another resource created to share information 
and increase visibility. As early as the 1990s, he noticed that many young research-
ers had a hazy sense of what had happened during the gay liberation movement. 
In response he undertook the chronology, a list of events, which is in many ways 
a DIY project to preserve and disseminate information about the gay liberation 
movement in Canada.

Don has retained the rights to the chronology, and much to our good fortune, 
gave us permission to digitize and publish the text online. The digitization process 
was, at the very beginning, rather DIY. We started encoding an optical- character- 
recognition- produced version of the chronology in TEI in 2011, armed with a 
Dropbox account, two Oxygen Editor licenses, and excellent workflow advice (and 
welcome mentorship) from Julia Flanders, director of Women Writers Online, and 
Lorraine Janzen Kooistra, co- director of the Ryerson Centre for Digital Humani-
ties. We did not know what we would do with the TEI- encoded text beyond vaguely 
publish it to the web, but we knew that we would never regret having a formalized 
and computationally tractable encoded version of the text.

Since then we have officially partnered with Don, as well as with Susan Brown, 
director of the Canadian Writing Research Collaboratory, and Elise Chenier, direc-
tor of the Archives of Lesbian Oral Testimony, to produce a digital edition of the 
text. Thanks to the good graces of the University of British Columbia’s Faculty of 
Creative and Critical Studies, its Work Study Program, Ryerson University’s Litera-
tures of Modernity program, WestGrid, Compute Canada and The Social Science 
and Humanities Research Council of Canada, we have trained thirteen students 
to date: Sarah Lane, Stephanie Martin, Anderson Tuinguay, Ewan Matthews, Pas-
cale Dangoisse (archival research), Jessica Bonney, Rebecca Desjarlais, Candice 
Lipski, Cole Mash, Seamus Riordan- Short, Raymon Sandhu, Caitlin Voth, Tra-
vis White (TEI encoding, XSLT transformations, database design, interface design, 
project management), and Nadine Boulay (archival research, survey design). We 
use extensible stylesheet transformations (XSLT) to move our TEI- encoded and 
comma- separated text into a graph database, Neo4j, with a JavaScript front end 
for structured and plain text search. Our development server, a Linux box running 
CentOS, is hosted by Compute Canada. We use Redmine, a project management 
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platform hosted by the University of British Columbia, for project management 
and documentation; OwnCloud, hosted by Compute Canada and WestGrid, for 
document sharing; and GitHub for code sharing and versioning. While a tech list 
of this sort would have been daunting to us as we were starting out, we offer it here 
in the spirit of How Did They Build That’s DIY ethos. Even though we now use a 
range of technologies, we learned to use them as the project grew: the text, a work-
ing understanding of TEI, two copies of the Oxygen XML Editor software, and a 
Dropbox account were enough for us to start the project. Just as the women who 
published The Ladder learned to be publishers and distributors in order to share 
their community- building magazine, we learned along with our research assistants 
as we moved toward online publication.

In the world of DIY publishing, the list was a simple format to construct, print, 
and circulate. While learning to develop graph and relational databases is easier 
every year, for creators, they remain less accessible formats than lists. There is room 
too to reexamine and rekindle older debates about the relationship between data-
base and narrative, in context of lists and networks. We work in an age that may 
further substantiate N. Katherine Hayles’s assertion that databases and narratives 
are symbionts, separate species with particular ordering logic and habits that can 
support one another.50 Graph databases have transformed the commercial sectors, 
including sectors like social media that commodify users, but what they will mean 
for humanities scholarship remains unexamined to date.

The list seems to be a particularly significant format, and certainly not one 
without consequence in the digital humanities. As Ed Folsom points out, databases 
are antinarrative, inasmuch as narratives are in favor of chronology.51 This poses a 
particular problem for database- driven chronologies such as ours. Although we can 
rearrange our data by city, activist, or organization, is the narrative of liberation his-
tory lost when we leave the chronology behind? There is, of course, an inherent order 
in any database, no matter how well that database lends itself to reordering content.52 
That said, early work on the relationship between database and narrative consid-
ered relational databases, not the graph databases. Graph databases, such as Neo4j, 
are used by the LGLC and other projects to order their data, in a way that privileges 
networks (and the narratives they foreground) over tables. The early 2010s boom 
in graph databases invites further reflection on the narrative structures encouraged 
by the inherent ordering, and often ready extensibility, of graph, rather than rela-
tional, databases. There might, we would like to suggest, be a new type of symbio-
sis between narrative and network- based representation of chronological events.

Digital circulation has also radically transformed publishing scholarly and 
commercial publishing in the last twenty years. Federal funding agencies in Canada 
and the United Kingdom have mandated open access publication (a system not 
without flaws, both in terms of the price of publication and the cost to small presses 
and publishers). This move by funding agencies postdates the web- based resource 
development of many digital humanities scholars, who have long worked to make 
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their content freely accessible online. This mode of distribution, like the modes 
taken up by feminist DIY publishers, pushes back against the models of scarcity 
and ownership that have characterized traditional scholarship.53 While many proj-
ects must put their work behind a paywall in order to ensure the revenue that will 
keep the work online, we suspect that the move to open scholarship will prove to be 
the key to preservation. Digital work can be preserved by being “too distributed to 
fail.” In our case, the LGLC data are backed up on WestGrid servers at Simon Fraser 
University, are served from Quebec, will be aggregated with data from other proj-
ects as part of the University of Alberta’s Canadian Writing and Research Collabora-
tory, and will be housed in the University of British Columbia Library’s institutional 
repository, Circle. This distribution helps assure us that the project and its voices 
will not be lost if any one host goes down. However, each of these hosts is costly to 
maintain, and the Canadian university system does not yet have a holistic plan to 
maintain the important cultural heritage represented by open digital scholarship.

The project is coming of age at a momentous time in the history of the digital 
humanities. In the last ten years there has been a significant change in both the size 
and the diversity of the digital humanities, and with those changes come the chal-
lenges of confronting racism, colonialism, sexism, and trans-  and homophobia, for 
the sake of the health and equity of the discipline. While separatism of the types pio-
neered by women in the 1970s and 1980s is always an option, these confrontations 
need not undermine DH, but could be generative, as some have been, as we will see, 
in the case of the TEI (although we recognize the very real and reasonable desire 
of many women and people of color who have had toxic experiences in the field, to 
opt of out DH altogether). Critical race and feminist practices have demonstrated 
that critical mass undermines sexism and racism. For radical feminists, gather-
ing with other women and normalizing women- only gatherings provided spaces 
to unlearn sexism. For liberal feminists, working toward equal representation in 
positions of power (i.e., gender equality in houses of parliament, university pro-
grams, and boards of governors) was a way to undermine tokenism, to recognize 
that women are as diverse in their opinions, aptitudes, and politics as men, and to 
normalize women in positions of leadership. At the risk of dating this chapter, we 
would like to point to recent successful moves to undermine the systemic sexism by 
including women. If a full radical feminist opt- out of the digital humanities is unde-
sirable (and we are not saying that it is undesirable for all; separate spaces are always 
an option), building allegiances with men and masculine people who recognize that 
sexism, a system that oppresses women and feminine people by valuing men, cul-
turally coded masculinity, and masculine perspectives over women and culturally 
coded femininity and feminine perspectives, is an excellent option.

Equity requires that those of us who do not wish to opt out remain proac-
tive. Equity cannot be achieved simply by permitting admittance to those who 
have traditionally been excluded. Equity involves recognizing the long- term effects 
of systemic oppression and refusing the normalized advantages that systematic 
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oppression offers. The digital humanities as a discipline, and the TEI community 
in particular, has made some gains in this area.54 For example, in 2013, rather than 
falling back on the argument that the TEI’s use of ISO standard 5218 for sex (which 
offers only four values for sex: male, female, not applicable, and unknown) was sim-
ply a neutral standard, unchangeable within the context of the TEI because it was 
imported from an external standard, the TEI technical council and board revised 
TEI values for sex to include those from ISO 5218 (for backward compatibility) 
and locally defined values.55 Melissa Terras initiated the official call for change via a 
request through the TEI’s Sourceforge ticketing system, and garnered support both 
in person and through online community engagement (see Figures 9.1 and 9.2). 
The change was not without controversy, which played out both publicly and in the 

Figure 9.1. Tweets about the TEI’ sex element and @sex attribute.
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TEI board of directors and technical council. The change has expanded the utility 
of the TEI and its ability to faithfully represent human diversity.

The TEI community has made other gains as well. Following Deb Verhoeven’s 
impassioned call at DH2015, reproduced in part in this volume, for the men of the 
discipline to “find someone who doesn’t look and sound like you and mentor them, 
encourage them, and invite them into your role” and take a step back from lead-
ership, there was considerable expansion of ongoing private and public discussion 
about sexism in the field, further revealing significant veins of hostility and disdain 
for equity.56 There were, however, a number of men on the TEI technical council 
and board who worked to recruit qualified women from a variety of backgrounds 
to serve on these important bodies. One even took Deb Verhoeven’s request at face 
value, and stepped off the council to leave room for the many qualified women to 
serve. These actions resulted in the most gender- balanced and largest slate of people 
running for the council and board in years. In an age when stagnation of governing 

Figure 9.2. Tweets about the TEI’ sex element and @sex attribute.
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bodies and small slates can be a canary in the coal mine, it remains to be seen if this 
will be a continuing trend and a promising sign of the TEI’s health and equitable 
representation of its users. For decades there have been women qualified to sit on 
the TEI council and board— it took the invitations to run, and the explanation that 
these invitations were motivated by feminist methods (recognizing that women do 
not participate in DH on a level playing field, and if they are in a position to run for 
the council or board, they are in that position despite the added burden put on them 
by sexism), to get equity on the council. Equity is proactive, not passive, and can 
flourish with the support of those who recognize that they benefit from oppressive 
systems of power, and rather than responding with hurt at being asked to decenter 
their subject position, recognize that the digital humanities will be a better field if 
they refuse to benefit from the systemic oppression of others.

The response of radical feminists of the 1970s to a society that was intransigent 
in its exclusion and oppression of women was not to call for equal representation. 
Radical feminism was, and is, predicated on creating separate space for women, and 
on opting out of sexist institutions that have shown by past policies, actions, and 
silences that they do not have women’s diverse interests, even at the basic level of 
freedom from institutional, legal, and physical violence, at heart. As a movement, 
radical feminism represented the first feminist wave to define women in relationship 
to one another, rather than in opposition to men. Radical feminism, with its focus 
on woman- identified women, is, as New York’s Radicalesbians put it, not about rela-
tionships with men: thinking of lesbianism as an alternative to heterosexuality “is 
still giving primacy to men . . . because relating more completely to women occurs 
as a negative reaction to men.”57 In short, radical feminism and lesbian separatism 
were the manifestation of the notion “that the identity we have to develop [will be] 
with reference to ourselves, and not in relation to men.”58 This refusal to define one-
self in relation to the dominant other is particularly radical, as it also refuses coopta-
tion by a dominant position. Just as antiracist studies can slip into being about white 
people (leading at an institutional level to the creation of critical race professorships 
filled by white people and funded grants for critical white studies, which while indi-
vidual white scholars and projects may be admirable, in the aggregate reproduce 
the white- centric work of universities, rather than the shift away from the main-
stream that Miriam Posner has called for), so too can feminism as represented in 
the media, in classrooms, or even in our disciplinary meetings be coopted so that 
it becomes about men. Radical feminism with its woman- identification serves as 
a reminder that women’s lives, politics, and work needn’t be defined through their 
relationship to men. In contemporary culture, that is a radical notion indeed. There 
are, of course, those of us who are not going to opt out of the mainstream and move 
to womyn’s lands, those of us who are going to stay behind to share the history of 
those who opted for radical separatism, which is to say the total refusal to partici-
pate in a system that oppresses them. We can engage in recovery projects and in 
training the new generation of people either who will opt out of the systems that 
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oppress them or who might work within those systems to build separatist spaces or 
to normalize women’s refusal to reinscribe men’s centrality by defining themselves 
in relation to men.

Although analogies are dangerous, as they invite politically divisive compari-
sons of incommensurate oppressions, there are important insights offered by criti-
cal race studies that we would like to introduce here to help guide our discussion 
before we turn to the worrying trend of trans* exclusion that has accompanied the 
revival of radical feminist politics. There has been backlash against the creation of 
separate space by oppressed people for oppressed people, wrongly likening these 
separate spaces to institutionally and legally enforced racial segregation or “old boys 
clubs.” This analogy is felonious, since the broader ethos that supported racial seg-
regation and the exclusion of women, racism and sexism was designed to define 
people of color and women at the expense of people of color and women. It is 
perfectly reasonable for members of oppressed groups to seek space together that 
exclude people who benefit from systems of oppression (e.g., gatherings organized 
to support people of color that exclude white people or queer spaces that exclude 
straight people). This exclusion of white people, or men, or straight people is not 
part of a centuries- long, institutionally and legally supported exploitation, othering, 
and oppression of white people, or men, or straight people. While it is possible, of 
course, for people of color to exclude, dislike, or actively be unkind to white people, 
it is impossible to be truly racist toward white people, if we understand racism to be 
a historically specific system of white supremacy designed to benefit white people at 
the expense of others. So- called reverse racism is a logical impossibility, as there is 
no systemic, institutional, historically grounded, global movement to benefit from 
classifying and oppressing white people. These insights that come from critical race 
theory are particularly germane in our contemporary DH moment, as they help 
explain both the value and utility separate space, equity statements, and the good 
work of the people who have continued to work for the broader DH community 
while actively stepping back from key positions to make room for members of his-
torically marginalized groups (as the TEI technical council members have done). 
For those of us who belong to dominant groups and who have felt excluded because 
we are white, the critical consciousness offered by this historically and institution-
ally grounded way of thinking about how our whiteness has been constructed and 
the privilege it offers can mend any hurt that we may feel about being excluded. Just 
as the women- identified women’s exclusion of men is not about men, the exclusion 
of white people from spaces designed for and by people of color is not about white 
people. For those of us who have been born into a dominant position, this can be 
radical and shocking indeed: for almost the first time in history, it is not about us.59

Radical feminists and gay liberationists of the 1970s demonstrated what radical 
opting out of the system might mean by refusing to participate in or stay closeted 
in an oppressive system in the hope of reward. Indeed it is the hope of benefiting 
from oppression that often motivates support for oppressive systems, even by those 
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who they are designed to exploit (in the case of some early homophile groups, like 
the Daughters of Bilitis, the hope was only for the reward of a quiet life, one free 
from harassment and threat). There has, in recent years, been a resurgent interest in 
radical feminist and gay liberation history, evident in the reissuing of texts such as 
This Bridge Called My Back (2015), to Radical Feminism: A Documentary Reader 
(2000), to new studies such as Radical Feminism: Feminist Activism in Movement 
(2015) and popular press accounts such as The A to Z of the Lesbian Liberation 
Movement: Still the Rage (2003). Happily there is a history for these new radical 
feminists to turn to— a better- documented history, supported by easier circulated 
information, than the ones available to the women listed above. We are glad to 
see these humanities and social science– based opportunities for intergenerational 
knowledge transfer, and for the institutional support for the Lesbian and Gay Lib-
eration in Canada project. There is, to our minds, however, a worrying strain within 
this return to radical feminism. With this return has come trans* exclusionary radi-
cal feminism, characterized by the purposeful exclusion of trans* women. Excluding 
trans* women from women’s groups is not a case of women excluding people that 
sexism is designed to benefit. Transitioning is a radical leave- taking of systems of 
oppression that offer (although seldom deliver) rewards for the quiescence of people 
at whose expense it is maintained. Trans* women do not benefit from the systemic 
oppression of women. While some earlier strains of radical feminism did exclude 
trans* women (although as the separatist Lesbian Herstory Archives demonstrates, 
this exclusion was far from ubiquitous), radical feminist history offers insight into 
how to confront systemic oppression in a way that decenters dominant positions, 
one that we would hope contemporary radical feminists would not perpetuate in 
their engagement with trans* men and women.

In 1991, Lillian Faderman joked about the evolving definition of lesbianism, 
saying that the “criterion for identifying oneself as a lesbian has come to resemble 
the liberal criterion for identifying oneself as a Jew: you are one only if you con-
sider yourself one.”60 The scope of early lesbian feminist bibliographers and archi-
vists when cataloguing the past was equally broad. Similarly, we aim for our work 
with the Lesbian and Gay Liberation in Canada project to be as all- encompassing. 
We have been building a prosopography, or collective biography list, of everyone 
mentioned in the text, including information, when possible, on people’s identities 
and affiliations (a research activity we share with other contributors to this volume. 
Kooistra and Hedley’s engaging argument for using the term “personography” to 
describe people both in the singular and in aggregate is a welcome critical addition 
to feminist- informed digital humanities practice). In doing so, we seek to follow 
Faderman’s criterion for being a Jew— “you are one only if you consider yourself 
one.” Rather than placing people into categories, we allow them to self- define. After 
all, Radclyffe Hall, one of the most famous “lesbian authors” and a figure in our 
prosopography list, did not identify as a lesbian, but as a “congenital invert” and, as 
Leslie Feinberg noted in Stone Butch Blues, often went by the name John. People, as 
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Feinberg says, defy easy classification.61 And so our prosopography leaves space for 
people to define themselves as “radical lesbian feminist” or “faggot” or “queer” and 
to define what those terms mean to them. We hope to capture those identities that 
only existed at a certain time or a certain place and to not conflate what it meant to 
be a “radical lesbian feminist” in 1971 with what a “lesbian” is now. Like Dell Rich-
ards and her lists of sworn virgins, spinsters, romantic friends, and uppity women 
who probably weren’t lesbians, we strive for our list to be inclusive and, in doing so, 
borrow Dell Richards’s historiographic practices that create a history that reaches 
forward to embrace lived experience beyond that history.

We have much to learn from lesbian feminist history, data collection, and 
knowledge circulation, but in reengaging with lesbian feminist methods and poli-
tics, we need to err on the side of generosity, inclusivity, and productivity. In our 
work on the LGLC project, we aim to build a project that captures the temporally 
specific iterations of identity and allows people to define themselves. We also want 
to leave room for new critical consciousness and change. There is room to reengage 
with lesbian feminist methodologies in the digital humanities and in the culture at 
large in a way that does not police the boundaries of identity, but rather strives to 
construct resources that are fully accessible.

Notes

 1. Ross, House That Jill Built, 5.
 2. Ross, House That Jill Built, 54.
 3. Posner, “What’s Next.”
 4. “Donating Material.”
 5. Eichhorn, Archival Turn, 27.
 6. Samer, “Revising ‘Re- vision.’ ”
 7. We use the asterisk here and below to signal that there are as yet unarticulated 
identities that this term may eventually include. Like the asterisk wildcard operator, it 
leaves room for inexact or rough matches.
 8. The question of racism manifest in the archive is productively taken up by Michelle 
Morevic and her team in the digital project “Unghosting Apparitional Histories: Erasures 
of Black Lesbian Feminism.” The title, we surmise, refers to the term “ghosting” that Terry 
Castle coined to describe the erasure of lesbians from history by culture itself, and serves 
as a double warning about the erasures contained within the archive.
 9. Lewin, Inventing Lesbian Cultures, 1.
 10. Lewin, Inventing Lesbian Cultures, 11.
 11. Faderman, Odd Girls, 9.
 12. Rich, “Compulsory Heterosexuality.”
 13. Lewin, Inventing Lesbian Cultures in America, 11.
 14. Rich, “It Is the Lesbian,” 142.
 15. Rich, “It Is the Lesbian,” 143.

This content downloaded from 128.195.68.67 on Wed, 17 Apr 2019 02:53:29 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



152 ] Michelle Schwartz and Constance Crompton

 16. Lewin, Inventing Lesbian Cultures, 6.
 17. Klinger, “Writing Civil Rights,” 77.
 18. Gallo, Different Daughters, xxxi.
 19. Gallo, Different Daughters, xxxix.
 20. Foster, Sex Variant Women.
 21. Foster, Sex Variant Women, 355.
 22. Gallo, Different Daughters, 38.
 23. Gallo, Different Daughters, 37.
 24. Gallo, Different Daughters, 36.
 25. “History of the Lesbian.”
 26. “History of the Lesbian.”
 27. “History of the Lesbian.”
 28. Passet, Sex Variant Woman, 202.
 29. Faderman, introduction to Sex Variant Woman, xiv.
 30. Richards, Lesbian Lists.
 31. Richards, Lesbian Lists, 11.
 32. Richards, Lesbian Lists, 11; Lesbian feminists were lampooned in the 1990s for 
undermining the biological arguments that had so much traction and helped secure gay 
rights in the 1990s and early 2000s. The very fact that Richards, and numerous other 
women, defined their experience in the 1970s and 1980s as political rather than biologi-
cal is worth collecting, considering, and encouraging our culture to remember. Eve Kosof-
ski Sedgwick has wisely warned against relying on either nature or nurture arguments to 
bolster gay rights. After all, in a homophobic culture, she warns, either position can be 
turned against gay people either through behavioral therapy “cures” on the one hand or 
genetic selection on the other. Furthermore the embrace of nature/nurture debates, Anne 
Fausto- Sterling points out, has been used to create difference and restricts ability to engage 
with the embodiment of sex, sexuality, and gender. Sedgwick, Epistemology of the Closet; 
Fausto- Sterling, Dueling Dualisms.
 33. “Berlin, Bologna, Brussels, Copenhagen, Helsinki, London, Los Angeles, New 
York, Paris, Rome, San Francisco, Stockholm, Wellington, New Zealand.” Richards, Les-
bian Lists, 244.
 34. Dave, “AfterEllen.com Acquired.”
 35. “What Is Autostraddle?”; Riese, “15 Ways.”
 36. “AfterEllen.com Les/Bi List!”; Riese, “Top 10.”
 37. Thompson, “Katharine Hepburn.”
 38. Bertha Harris quoted in Rich, “It Is the Lesbian in Us . . . ,” 143.
 39. Klinger, “Writing Civil Rights,” 65.
 40. “Finding Aid.”
 41. Lamb, “Anyda Marchant.”
 42. “Lesbian Herstory Archives: History.”
 43. “Lesbian Herstory Archives: History.”
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 44. “Lesbian Herstory Archives: Newsletters.”
 45. “Lesbian Herstory Archives: Support.”
 46. “Lesbian Herstory Archives: Constant Affirmation.”
 47. While an introduction to TEI markup and its affordances is beyond the scope of 
this chapter, we invite interested readers to peruse the TEI Guidelines (Text Encoding Ini-
tiative, “TEI Guidelines”), the projects the use the TEI (Text Encoding Initiative, “Projects 
Using the TEI,” partial list), and an excellent recent introduction to TEI markup: Flanders, 
Bauman, and Connell, “Text Encoding.”
 48. The DIY approach in the digital humanities is, we recognize, risky. As Amy Ear-
hart has pointed out, we risk the double loss that was endemic in early digital humanities 
projects. Earhart, “Recovering the Recovered Text.” It may be daunting knowing that we 
are responsible to the subjects we have interviewed, the people we have researched, and 
the archival material we have unearthed, and yet, we are not ready to give up on what Ear-
hart has called the web’s early potential as a place that disrupts power structures and nor-
malization of privilege. The anxiety of the possibility of double loss is not reason enough 
to shy away from digital projects, since the web will have liberatory potential only if the 
material of liberation is on it.
 49. Posner, “How Did They”; “How Did They Make That?”
 50. Hayles, “Narrative and Database.”
 51. Folsom, “Database as Genre.”
 52. Manovich, Language of New Media.
 53. This push toward open accessible scholarship is accompanied by a fear that with-
out paywalls independent publishers may be in peril and that junior faculty’s tenure and 
promotion files may be discounted by colleagues who do not value public humanities work 
even if it is peer reviewed. These issues are too large to address here, but warrant feminist 
analysis of the type outlined in this volume.
 54. For more on the history of the TEI and for a record of the encoding community’s 
debates, please see Text Encoding Initiative, “TEI: History,” and Text Encoding Initiative, 
“TEI Council Meetings.”
 55. ISO 5218 was devised in 1977, with the assumption that all that could be repre-
sented by biological sex could be represented by those four values. The ISO’s revision of 
the standard in 2004 did little to amend the variety of sexes represented, rendering invis-
ible may people’s lived experience of sex. International Organization for Standardization, 
“ISO/IEC 5218:2004.”
 56. Verhoeven, Has Anyone.
 57. Radicalesbians, Woman- Identified Woman, 2. Reflecting on the pathos of being 
excited at a straight man’s review of a queer, Jill Johnson highlights the problem of defin-
ing oneself against a dominant other in similar, if sarcastic, terms: “if I hadn’t been so upset 
about over the new evidence that that some us are still finding it so difficult to celebrate all 
the things we are I would have been more astonished and flattered that a successful white 
American male heterosexual film critic had invested . . . time and energy and rhetorical 
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diligence to pay so much hostile attention to the meager outpourings of the most oppressed 
and confused and unrecognized minority in every country in the world”; Johnson, Les-
bian Nation, 136.
 58. Radicalesbians, Woman- Identified Woman, 3.
 59. We are indebted to Ruthanne Lee, assistant professor of Cultural Studies a UBC 
Okanagan, whose perspectives on critical race have been so educative. It is exhausting edu-
cating others (a sort of double duty, when there is primary research to do), and yet she 
takes up this work tirelessly and with good grace. For introductory readings on critical 
race theory and practice, we recommend Crenshaw, Gotanda, Peller, and Thomas, Criti-
cal Race Theory; and Gates and Wolf, Henry Louis Gates Jr. Reader.
 60. Faderman, Odd Girls, 5.
 61. Feinberg, Stone Butch Blues, Afterword.

Bibliography

“The AfterEllen.com Les/Bi List!” Accessed August 7, 2016. http://www.afterellen.com 
/ people/85676-the-afterellencom-lesbi-list.

Crenshaw, Kimberlé, Neil Gotanda, Gary Peller, and Kendall Thomas, eds. Critical Race 
Theory: The Key Writings that Formed the Movement. New York: New Press, 1995.

Dave, Paresh. “AfterEllen.com Acquired by Evolve Media from Viacom.” Los Angeles 
Times, October 7, 2014. http://www.latimes.com/business/technology/la-fi-tn-after 
ellen-evolve-viacom-lesbian-website-20141007-story.html.

“Donating Material: Special Collections.” Accessed January 28, 2016. http://www.lesbian 
herstoryarchives.org/supmater2.html.

Earhart, Amy. “Recovering the Recovered Text: Diversity, Canon Building, and Digital 
Studies.” University of Kansas IDRH, October 9, 2012. https://youtu.be/7ui9PIjDreo.

Eichhorn, Kate. The Archival Turn in Feminism: Outrage in Order. Philadelphia: Temple 
University Press, 2013.

Faderman, Lillian. Introduction to Sex Variant Woman: The Life of Jeannette Howard Fos-
ter by Joanne Ellen Passet. Cambridge, Mass.: Da Capo, 2008.

Faderman, Lillian. Odd Girls and Twilight Lovers: A History of Lesbian Life in Twentieth- 
Century America. New York: Penguin, 1992.

Fausto- Sterling, Anne. Dueling Dualisms in Sexing the Body: Gender Politics and the Con-
struction of Sexuality. New York: Basic Books, 2000.

Feinberg, Leslie. Stone Butch Blues: A Novel. Ithaca, N.Y.: Firebrand Books, 1993.
“Finding Aid for the Diana Press Records, 1970– 1994 (Collection 2135).” Online Archives 

of California. Accessed January 28, 2016. http://www.oac.cdlib.org/findaid/ark:/13030 
/c8tq62h1/.

Flanders, Julia, Syd Bauman, and Sarah Connell. “Text Encoding.” In Doing Digital 
Humanities: Practice, Training, Research, edited by Constance Crompton, Richard J. 
Lane, and Ray Siemens, 104– 22. New York: Routledge, 2017.

This content downloaded from 128.195.68.67 on Wed, 17 Apr 2019 02:53:29 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms

http://www.lesbian
http://herstoryarchives.org/supmater2.html
https://youtu.be/7ui9PIjDreo
http://www.oac.cdlib.org/findaid/ark:/13030/c8tq62h1/
http://www.oac.cdlib.org/findaid/ark:/13030/c8tq62h1/
http://www.afterellen.com/people/85676-the-afterellencom-lesbi-list
http://www.afterellen.com/people/85676-the-afterellencom-lesbi-list
http://www.latimes.com/business/technology/la-fi-tn-afterellen-evolve-viacom-lesbian-website-20141007-story.html
http://www.latimes.com/business/technology/la-fi-tn-afterellen-evolve-viacom-lesbian-website-20141007-story.html


Remaking History [ 155

Folsom, Ed. “Database as Genre: The Epic Transformation of Archives.” PMLA 122, no. 5 
(October 2007): 1571– 79. http://www.jstor.org/stable/25501803.

Foster, Jeannette H. Sex Variant Women in Literature. Tallahassee, Fla.: Naiad Press, 1985.
Gallo, Marcia M. Different Daughters: A History of the Daughters of Bilitis and the Rise of 

the Lesbian Rights Movement. New York: Carroll & Graf, 2006.
Gates, Henry Louis, and Abby Wolf, eds. The Henry Louis Gates Jr. Reader. New York: 

BasicCivitas Books, 2012.
Hayles, N. Katherine. “Narrative and Database: Natural Symbionts.” PMLA 122, no. 5 

(October 2007): 1603– 08. http://www.jstor.org/stable/25501808.
“History of the Lesbian in Literature: The Lesbian in Literature, 1967– 1981.” Accessed Jan-

uary 28, 2016. http://www.outhistory.org/exhibits/show/lesbian-in-literature/history.
“How Did They Make That?” DHCommons Journal 1, no. 1 (2015). http://dhcommons 

.org/journal/issue-1.
International Organization for Standardization. “ISO/IEC 5218:2004— Information 

Technology— Codes for the Representation of Human Sexes.” Accessed January 17, 
2016. http://www.iso.org/iso/catalogue_detail.htm?csnumber=36266.

Johnson, Jill. Lesbian Nation: The Feminist Solution. New York: Simon and Schuster, 1973.
Klinger, Alisa. “Writing Civil Rights: The Political Aspirations of Lesbian Activist- Writers.” 

In Inventing Lesbian Cultures in America, edited by Ellen Lewin, 62– 82. Boston, 
Mass.: Beacon Press, 1996.

Lamb, Yvonne Shinhoster. “Anyda Marchant; Author, Publisher.” Washington Post, Feb-
ruary 7, 2006. http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2006/02/06 
/ AR2006020601658.html.

“The Lesbian Herstory Archives: A Constant Affirmation That You Exist.” Autostrad-
dle, June 19, 2012. http://www.autostraddle.com/the -lesbian -herstory -archives -a 
-constant-affirmation-that-you-exist-139931/.

“The Lesbian Herstory Archives: Donating Material; Special Collections.” Lesbian Her-
story Archives. Accessed January 28, 2016. http://www.lesbianherstoryarchives.org 
/supmater2.html.

“The Lesbian Herstory Archives: History and Mission.” Lesbian Herstory Archives. 
Accessed January 28, 2016. http://www.lesbianherstoryarchives.org/history.html.

“The Lesbian Herstory Archives: Newsletters.” Lesbian Herstory Archives. Accessed Janu-
ary 28, 2016. http://www.lesbianherstoryarchives.org/newsl70.html.

“The Lesbian Herstory Archives: Support the Archives.” Lesbian Herstory Archives. 
Accessed January 28, 2016. http://www.lesbianherstoryarchives.org/supmater2.html.

Lewin, Ellen. Inventing Lesbian Cultures in America. Boston, Mass.: Beacon, 1996.
Manovich, Lev. The Language of New Media. Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 2001.
Passet, Joanne Ellen. Sex Variant Woman: The Life of Jeannette Howard Foster. Cambridge, 

Mass.: Da Capo, 2008.
Posner, Miriam. “How Did They Make That?” Miriam Posner’s Blog, August 29, 2013. 

http://miriamposner.com/blog/how-did-they-make-that/.

This content downloaded from 128.195.68.67 on Wed, 17 Apr 2019 02:53:29 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms

http://www.jstor.org/stable/25501803
http://www.jstor.org/stable/25501808
http://www.outhistory.org/exhibits/show/lesbian-in-literature/history
http://dhcommons.org/journal/issue-1
http://dhcommons.org/journal/issue-1
http://www.iso.org/iso/catalogue_detail.htm?csnumber=36266
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2006/02/06/
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2006/02/06/
http://AR2006020601658.html
http://www.lesbianherstoryarchives.org/supmater2.html
http://www.lesbianherstoryarchives.org/supmater2.html
http://www.lesbianherstoryarchives.org/history.html
http://www.lesbianherstoryarchives.org/newsl70.html
http://www.lesbianherstoryarchives.org/supmater2.html
http://miriamposner.com/blog/how-did-they-make-that/
http://www.autostraddle.com/the-lesbian-herstory-archives-a-constant-affirmation-that-you-exist-139931/
http://www.autostraddle.com/the-lesbian-herstory-archives-a-constant-affirmation-that-you-exist-139931/


156 ] Michelle Schwartz and Constance Crompton

Posner, Miriam. “What’s Next: The Radical, Unrealized Potential of Digital Humanities.” 
Miriam Posner’s Blog, July 27, 2015. http://miriamposner.com/blog/whats-next-the 
-radical-unrealized-potential-of-digital-humanities/.

Radicalesbians. The Woman- Identified Woman. 1970. Duke University Libraries Digi-
tal Collections. Accessed January 16, 2016. http://library.duke.edu/digitalcollections 
/wlmpc_wlmms01011/.

Rich, Adrienne. “Compulsory Heterosexuality and Lesbian Existence (1980).” Journal of 
Women’s History 15, no. 3 (2003): 11– 48. doi:10.1353/jowh.2003.0079.

Rich, Adrienne. “It Is the Lesbian in Us . . .” In Come Out Fighting: A Century of Essen-
tial Writing on Gay and Lesbian Liberation, edited by Chris Bull, 142– 43. New York: 
Thunder’s Mouth Press/Nation Books, 2001.

Richards, Dell. Lesbian Lists: A Look at Lesbian Culture, History, and Personalities. Bos-
ton: Alyson Publications, 1990.

Riese. “15 Ways to Spot a Lesbian According to Some Really Old Medical Journals.” Auto-
straddle. Accessed August 8, 2016. http://www.autostraddle.com/15-ways-to-spot-a 
-lesbian-according-to-some-really-old-medical-journals-139954/.

Riese. “Top 10 Most Sexually Prolific Lesbians and Bisexuals of Old Hollywood.” Auto-
straddle. Accessed August 7, 2016. http://www.autostraddle.com/10-old -hollywood 
-stars-who-enjoyed-scissoring-343227/.

Ross, Becki. The House That Jill Built: A Lesbian Nation in Formation. Toronto: Univer-
sity of Toronto Press, 1995.

Samer, Roxanne. “Revising ‘Re- vision’: Documenting 1970s Feminisms and the Queer 
Potentiality of Digital Feminist Archives.” Ada: A Journal of Gender, New Media & 
Technology 5 (2014). doi:10.7264/N3FF3QMC.

Sedgwick, Eve Kosofsky. The Epistemology of the Closet. Berkeley: University of Califor-
nia Press, 1990.

Text Encoding Initiative. “Projects Using the TEI.” Text Encoding Initiative. http://www 
.tei-c.org/Activities/Projects/.

Text Encoding Initiative. “TEI Council Meetings.” Text Encoding Initiative. http://www 
.tei-c.org/Activities/Council/Meetings/.

Text Encoding Initiative. “TEI Guidelines.” Text Encoding Initiative. http://www.tei-c.org 
/release/doc/tei-p5-doc/en/html/index.html.

Text Encoding Initiative. “TEI: History.” Text Encoding Initiative. http://www.tei-c.org 
/ About/history.xml.

Thompson, David. “Katharine Hepburn.” The Guardian, July 1, 2003. https://www.the 
guardian.com/news/2003/jul/01/guardianobituaries.film.

Verhoeven, Deborah. Has Anyone Seen a Woman? July 2, 2015. Speakola. http://speakola 
.com/ideas/deb-verhoeven-has-anyone-seen-a-woman-2015.

“What Is Autostraddle?” Accessed August 8, 2016. Autostraddle. http://www.autostrad 
dle.com/about/.

This content downloaded from 128.195.68.67 on Wed, 17 Apr 2019 02:53:29 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms

http://miriamposner.com/blog/whats-next-the-radical-unrealized-potential-of-digital-humanities/
http://miriamposner.com/blog/whats-next-the-radical-unrealized-potential-of-digital-humanities/
http://library.duke.edu/digitalcollections/wlmpc_wlmms01011/
http://library.duke.edu/digitalcollections/wlmpc_wlmms01011/
http://www.autostraddle.com/15-ways-to-spot-a-lesbian-according-to-some-really-old-medical-journals-139954/
http://www.autostraddle.com/15-ways-to-spot-a-lesbian-according-to-some-really-old-medical-journals-139954/
http://www.tei-c.org/release/doc/tei-p5-doc/en/html/index.html
http://www.tei-c.org/release/doc/tei-p5-doc/en/html/index.html
https://www.the
http://guardian.com/news/2003/jul/01/guardianobituaries.film
http://www.autostrad
http://dle.com/about/
http://www.autostraddle.com/10-old-hollywood-stars-who-enjoyed-scissoring-343227/
http://www.autostraddle.com/10-old-hollywood-stars-who-enjoyed-scissoring-343227/
http://www.tei-c.org/Activities/Projects/
http://www.tei-c.org/Activities/Projects/
http://www.tei-c.org/Activities/Council/Meetings/
http://www.tei-c.org/Activities/Council/Meetings/
http://www.tei-c.org/About/history.xml
http://www.tei-c.org/About/history.xml
http://speakola.com/ideas/deb-verhoeven-has-anyone-seen-a-woman-2015
http://speakola.com/ideas/deb-verhoeven-has-anyone-seen-a-woman-2015


DISRUPTING
the digital
humanities

edited by 
dorothy kim &
jesse stommel



distrupting the digital humanities. Copyright © 2018 by editors and au-
thors. This work carries a Creative Commons BY-NC-SA 4.0 International li-
cense, which means that you are free to copy and redistribute the material in 
any medium or format, and you may also remix, transform and build upon the 
material, as long as you clearly attribute the work to the authors (but not in a way 
that suggests the authors or punctum books endorses you and your work), you 
do not use this work for commercial gain in any form whatsoever, and that for 
any remixing and transformation, you distribute your rebuild under the same 
license. http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/

First published in 2018 by punctum books, Earth, Milky Way.
https://punctumbooks.com

ISBN-13: 978-1-947447-71-4 (print)
ISBN-13: 978-1-947447-72-1 (ePDF)

lccn: 2018948914 
Library of Congress Cataloging Data is available from the Library of Congress 

Book design: Vincent W.J. van Gerven Oei

https://lccn.loc.gov/2018948914


356

disrupting the digital humanities

Bibliography

Costa, Christina. “Outcasts on the Inside: Academics 
Reinventing Themselves Online.” International 
Journal of Lifelong Education (2014): 1–17. DOI: 
10.1080/02601370.2014.985752.

Croxall, Brian. “How to Overcome what Scares Us about our 
Online Identities.” Chronicle of Higher Education. 21 April 
2014. http://chronicle.com/article/How-to-Overcome-
What-Scares-Us/145967/.

Haraway, Donna. “A Cyborg Manifesto: Science, Technology, 
and Socialist Feminism in the Late Twentieth Century.” In 
Simians, Cyborgs and Women: The Reinvention of Nature, 
149–82. New York: Routledge, 1991.

Meyer, Robinson “The Decay of Twitter.” The Atlantic. 2 
November 2015. nhttp://www.theatlantic.com/technology/
archive/2015/11/conversation-smoosh-twitter-decay/412867/.

Nesbitt-Golden, Jaime. “Why I’m Masquerading as a White, 
Bearded Hipster Guy on Twitter (Despite being a Black 
Woman).” XOJane. 4 April 2014. http://www.xojane.com/
issues/why-im-masquerading-as-a-bearded-white-hipster-
guy-on-twitter.

O’Neil, Megan. “Confronting the Myth of the ‘Digital 
Native.’” The Chronicle of Higher Education. 21 April 2014. 
http://chronicle.com/article/Confronting-the-Myth-of-
the/145949/.

Stewart, Bonnie. “Open to Influence: What Counts as 
Academic Influence in Scholarly Networked Twitter 
Participation.” Learning, Media, and Technology 40, no. 3 
(2015): 287–309. DOI: 10.1080/17439884.2015.1015547.

Watters, Audrey. “Beneath the Cobblestones… A Domain 
of One’s Own.” Hack Education. 25 April 2014. http://
hackeducation.com/2014/04/25/domain-of-ones-own-
incubator-emory/.

Zweifler, Seth. “For Professors, Online Presence Brings Promise 
(and Peril).” Chronicle of Higher Education. 21 April 2014. 
http://chronicle.com/article/For-ProfessorsOnline/145961.



357

20

Playing as Making
Edmond Y. Chang

Johanna Drucker in “Humanistic Theory and Digital Scholar-
ship” articulates as a key transformation (and bone of conten-
tion) in the variegated and interdisciplinary terrains of the digi-
tal humanities, saying, 

I am trying to call for a next phase of digital humanities 
[that] synthesize method and theory into ways of doing as 
thinking. […] The challenge is to shift humanistic study from 
attention to the effects of technology […] to a humanistically 
informed theory of the making of technology.1 

But what does it mean to do, to make? And what sorts of do-
ing and making are privileged over others? In other words, what 
counts in this shift? 

For some, digital humanities making comes down to code, 
programming, and working in the back end. Stephen Ramsay 
has famously provoked, “Do you have to know how to code? I’m 
a tenured professor of digital humanities and I say ‘yes.’ So if you 
come to my program, you’re going to have to learn to do that 

1 Johanna Drucker, “Humanistic Theory and Digital Scholarship.” In Debates 
in the Digital Humanities, ed. Matthew K. Gold, 85–95 (Minneapolis: Uni-
versity of Minnesota Press, 2012), 87.
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Fig. 1. Opening screen. Lim. merritt kopas, 2012. Game still.

Fig. 2. Entering the fi rst room. Lim. merritt kopas, 2012. Game still.
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eventually.”2 Like Drucker, Ramsay argues that digital humani-
ties “involves moving from reading and critiquing to building 
and making…Media studies, game studies, critical code stud-
ies, and various other disciplines have brought wonderful new 
things to humanistic study, but I will say (at my peril) that none 
of these represent as radical a shift as the move from reading 
to making.”3 It is this foregrounding of doing and making that 
I want to take up, think about, and tinker with, not necessarily 
to rehash old debates or to pick (or pit) sides. Rather, I hope to 
articulate alternative modes and forms of doing that engage the 
modus operandi of making without depending on specialized or 
exclusionary barriers of entry. As Ramsay qualifies, “Personally, 
I think Digital Humanities is about building things. I’m will-
ing to entertain highly expansive definitions of what it means to 
build something.”4 In other words, I hope to take advantage of 
and take for granted that doing, making, and building can and 
must include a range of practices, processes, and materialities, 
many of which are accessible, every day, even vernacular. Spe-
cifically, I want to argue that playing a digital game is critical do-
ing, that playing is making, and to embrace playing as making.

For example, I open a browser and enter a game’s URL. The 
window starts #000000 black and a moment later, the game 
begins. merritt kopas’s Lim opens with a pink background, the 
suggestion of walls made of dark gray squares, and the game’s 
title spelled out in burnt orange squares (see Figure 1). White 
text below offers terse directions and cautions. Using the arrow 
keys, I discover that my avatar is one of the orangey squares, 
which I slide around the 2D world and which is indeed bounded 
by walls, the walls of a maze. I glide around the walls, making 
a circuit of the initial “room.” I cannot move the other squares 
no matter how hard I press on an arrow key. An opening in the 
gray walls on the lower right-hand corner of the screen offers 

2 Stephen Ramsay, “Who’s In and Who’s Out?” blog post, 8 January 2011. 
3 Stephen Ramsay, “On Building,” blog post, 11 January 2011.
4 Ramsay, “Who’s In and Who’s Out?”
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the only direction and exit. At this point, as I experiment, press-
ing the Z key does nothing.

Even in the first few moments of Lim, the player has ex-
plored, discovered, and learned a great deal. Though they are 
not privy to the lines of code, the programming churning un-
der the mise-en-scène of the game’s interface and aesthetics, the 
player is deducing, aggregating, experimenting with a kind of 
algorithmic sense, a procedural literacy. Movement, keystrokes, 
boundary, collision, direction, timing, sound, silence, color, 
darkness, and so forth are made intelligible through the player’s 
interaction with the game, with the code of the game. The player 
learns what is allowed by the game, and perhaps more impor-
tantly, what is not allowed by the game. It is this enactment, this 
negotiation, this relationship between player and game, action 
and algorithm that I want to define as a creative and constitutive 
act. It creates, it makes.

Alexander Galloway says, “If photographs are images, and 
films are moving images, then video games are actions.”5 He con-
tinues, “Without action, games remain only in the pages of an 
abstract rule book. Without the active participation of players 
and machines, video games exist only as static computer code. 
Video games come into being when the machine is powered up 
and the software is executed; they exist when enacted.”6 This 
coming-into-being through the cybernetic loop of player input 
and game feedback reveals that digital games are never disem-
bodied, immaterial experiences.

In Lim, I maneuver my little square through the exit from the 
initial area, leading it through a narrow but crooked path. As 
soon as I leave the first room, a gray block appears blocking any 
retreat like a door or gate shutting behind me. My avatar starts 
to flash, change color, rapidly blinking red, bright green, blue, 
sky blue, pink, magenta, and purple. The narrow “hall” opens 
into a second room populated by a scattering of orange-brown 

5 Alexander Galloway, Gaming: Essays on Algorithmic Culture (Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 2006), 2.

6 Ibid.
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squares. As soon as my avatar enters the second area, its color 
stops changing and becomes burnt orange just like the other 
squares. Again, there is only one obvious exit. Once I leave the 
room, the exit is shut, and my avatar returns to its gleeful riot 
of colors. But the flashing colors stops as soon as I approach 
the third room. This time, my little square turns a dark blue. 
Three orangey squares live in the third room, and as soon as I 
enter, forcibly attack me, running into me like an offensive tack-
le. Every time I am hit, the screen shakes and there is a brash 
sound like a burst of static. Getting by the orange squares is a 
challenge; the pummel into my avatar knocking it in different 
directions. However, by holding down the Z key, my little square 
turns the same color as the other and the battering stops. While 
“blending” in, the game zooms into the avatar and movement is 
painstakingly slow. Lim’s renders the difficulty and toll of “pass-
ing,” of fitting in, of trying to be just like everyone else. By the 
fourth and subsequent rooms, the ability to blend is no guaran-
tee of safe passage. Even while passing, the other blocks respond 
violently as if seeing through the performance and disguise.

The premise and mechanics of Lim are simple but elegant, 
and they straightforwardly demonstrate that games are si-
multaneously a “designed experience”7 and an “action-based 
medium.”8 The algorithm, the code of a game is executed, turned 
from information to machine states, from one electromagnetic 
form to another, from data to light, sound, traces on a hard disk, 
to vibrations in a game controller. Games are an “active medium 
[…] whose very materiality moves and restructures itself — pix-
els turning on and off, bits shifting in hardware registers, disks 
spinning up and spinning down.”9 But algorithm and code also 
get transformed into raised heart rates, cramped fingers, sweaty 
palms, full bladders, strained eyes, curse words, competitive 
spirits, and piqued curiosities. As Galloway says, “One plays a 

7 Kurt Squire, “From Content to Context: Video Games as Designed Experi-
ences,” Educational Researcher 35, no. 8 (2006): 19–29, at 24.

8 Galloway, Gaming: Essays on Algorithmic Culture, 3.
9 Ibid.



362

disrupting the digital humanities

Fig. 3. Being attacked by unfriendly squares. Lim. merritt kopas, 2012. 
Game still.

Fig. 4. Glitch: escaping the maze. Lim. merritt kopas, 2012. Game still.
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game. And the software runs. The operator and the machine 
play the video game together, step by step, move by move. Here 
“the ‘work’ is not as solid or integral as in other media” but it still 
has some substance, some effect within and without the tech-
nologies of the game.10 

Playing a game is ultimately about learning the rules, the af-
fordances and limitations of the platform, interface, and pro-
gram, about understanding not the code itself but sensing and 
manipulating the contours, the structures of the code. Playing 
reveals what the code is doing (or not doing) and understanding 
the totality of how each line, function, routine, and sets of pro-
gramming work together. A piece of code never becomes fully 
legible and intelligible until it has run, failed, tested, revised, and 
run again. Though not unique to video games, in a deep sense, 
playing is never not playtesting; and playtesting is always the 
bringing into being the game, particularly for algorithmic ob-
jects. Running the code turns program to phosphorescent pixel, 
code to haptic controller, platform to player performance, ma-
chine potential to virtual reality. As Ian Bogost argues, “[a]rti-
facts like [a video game] suggest that procedural literacy can be 
cultured not only through authorship, such as learning to pro-
gram, but also through the consumption or enactment of proce-
dural artifacts themselves. In other words, we can become pro-
cedurally literate through play.”11 Drucker extends this notion of 
procedural literacy by recognizing that code and algorithms are 
also “performative materiality,” which “shifts the emphasis from 
acknowledgement of and attention to material conditions and 
structures towards analysis of the production of a text, program, 
or other interpretative event. After all, no matter how detailed 
a description of material substrates or systems we have, their 
use is performative whether this is a reading by an individual, 
the processing of code, the transmission of signals through a 
system, the viewing of a film, performance of a play, or a musi-

10 Ibid., 2.
11 Ian Bogost, “Procedural Literacy: Problem Solving with Programming, Sys-

tems, and Play,” Telemedium (Winter/Spring 2005): 32–36, at 34–35.
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Fig. 5. End of the game. Lim. merritt kopas, 2012. Game still.

cal work and so on.”12 Here I would add playing a digital game. 
Much in the same way a reader must learn the interface of a 
book (something that has become naturalized), interfacing 
with a game requires navigating, parsing, and interacting with 
multiple layers of mediation and information, feedback loops 
of input, output, image, sound, text, and trial. Under the rubric 
of performative materiality, the “idea of a user-consumer is re-
placed by a maker-producer, a performer, whose performance 
changes the game.”13 

Returning to Lim, there is a curious and wonderful moment 
when the bullying blocks hit so hard and fast that they inad-
vertently knock my little square outside of the maze walls as if 
my 2D avatar somehow turned sideways, became a line, and slid 
through the thin, pink gap between blocks of gray. Th e world 

12 Johanna Drucker, “Performative Materiality and Th eoretical Approaches to 
Interface,” Digital Humanities Quarterly 7, no. 1 (2013), par. 8.

13 Ibid., par. 36.
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outside of the walls is wide-open and safe from all attack. In 
fact, I can maneuver up to the wall of the maze, close enough 
that some of the blocks sense my avatar and move to intercept, 
but they are trapped and unable to reach me. It is smooth sailing 
outside of the maze, though the pink expanse is still bounded. 
My avatar cannot fall off the map as it were. While free of the 
dangers and confines of the maze, my little square is also free to 
flash its multi-colored self. Eventually, if I follow the shape of 
the maze, I can reach the proscribed end of the game — another 
multi-hued square waiting at the end of the path. As I near the 
kindred square, even though the wall, the gameplay stops, both 
cubes blinking at one another, there are a few sounds like the 
thumping of a heartbeat, and the game ends and goes black.

There is no clearer moment of a game’s performative mate-
riality then when the game fails, glitches, freezes, or otherwise 
breaks the illusion of seamless and invisible code, computation, 
and other machine processes. Glitches reveal the formality and 
fragility of the rules of the game and of the algorithm. Although 
merritt kopas has been decidedly cagey about whether or not 
the above glitch is intentional or not (if that is even possible), 
the ability to escape the maze and the “proper” or “correct” way 
to play and win the game marks alternative even radical op-
portunities in game play and design. They allow resistance and 
refusal of the “basic conclusion that to play in a digital sandbox 
one had to follow the rules of computation.”14 This glitch in Lim, 
as I have written elsewhere, is a queer moment, a queer mechan-
ic that challenges the normativity of code and digital technolo-
gies. Drucker says, “Algorithms are instructions for processes, 
for performances, whose outcomes may usually be predictable, 
but of course, are as open to error and random uncertainties 
in their execution as they are too uncertain outcomes in their 
use.”15 The glitch defies planning, coherence, homogeneity, and 
perfect control, and most importantly, a glitch cannot come 

14 Drucker, “Humanistic Theory and Digital Scholarship,” 88.
15 Drucker, “Performative Materiality and Theoretical Approaches to Inter-

face,” par. 11.
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into being without the running of the program and the play-
ing of the game. By playing through Lim, by working through 
its obvious, unobvious, and accidental rules, I have gained an 
understanding of the mechanics and mechanisms of the game 
without necessarily parsing the code itself. This understanding, 
this experience and knowledge-making can then become the 
ways and methods of playing, breaking, and (eventually) mak-
ing other games. Without immediate access to the lines of code 
itself, I can still recognize, interpret, even feel, like an algorith-
mic kinesthetic sense, the IF/THEN/ELSE statements, the links 
between key and command, and the subtle (and not so subtle) 
shifts between subroutines for exploration, exposition, combat, 
cut scenes, success, failure, reward, even death. Kopas says, 

Games can serve as sites for us to gesture towards queer uto-
pias, to imagine alternative ways of being and living. For that 
to happen, we have to interrogate and rethink the work of 
playing. Mutating, breaking, and twisting games are valuable 
actions insofar as they help make visible our assumptions 
about play.16 

All in all, it is this working, breaking, twisting, and imagining 
that underscores the myriad of ways that playing is making, 
a different kind of creating. Games are a constellation of tex-
tual, narrative, digital, mechanical, and cultural practices. Ask 
any player of digital games whether or not they are makers or 
builders and the response will be loud and affirmative. Playing 
and gaming makes all sorts of things beyond and in response to 
scholarly critique and theorization: high scores, fan fiction, save 
files, game art, machinima, strategy guides, bug reports, muscle 
memory, maps, notes, mods, reviews, communities, museums, 
schools, and not to forget heat, dust, radiation, noise, and tons 
and tons of e-waste. That said, I return to Ramsay’s invitation to 
expand and explore definitions of making and building. In this 

16 Naomi Clark and Merritt Kopas, “Queering Human-Game Relations: Ex-
ploring Queer Mechanics and Play,” First Person Scholar, 18 February 2015.
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case, the playing of games is one form of procedural literacy and 
performative materiality, which has 

often been relegated to the domain of computer programming. 
[…] But the value of procedural literacy goes far beyond the 
realm of programming alone; indeed any activity that encour-
ages active experimentation with basic building blocks in new 
combinations contributes to procedural literacy.17 

Or as Tara McPherson argues, 

In extending our critical methodologies, we must have at 
least a passing familiarity with code languages, operating 
systems, algorithmic thinking, and systems design. We need 
database literacies, algorithmic literacies, computational lit-
eracies, interface literacies.18 

By playing digital games, I think we develop these “passing fa-
miliarities” but simply have not put names and numbers to what 
we take as “just a game.” Like my glitched square in Lim, it is 
possible to understand the inner workings of a system by look-
ing at it from vantage points outside of it. Understanding code, 
understanding algorithms, understanding the ways digital tech-
nologies work need not be reduced to a Hamletian dilemma: to 
code or not to code. Rather, playing with code, experimenting 
with technologies can offer entrances and experiences that rely 
on an inclusive and everyday form of doing: playing a game.

17 Bogost, “Procedural Literacy,” 36.
18 Tara McPherson, “Why Are the Digital Humanities So White?” in Debates 

in the Digital Humanities, ed. Matthew K. Gold, 139–60 (Minneapolis: Uni-
versity of Minnesota Press, 2012), 154.
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  3

What lies at the intersection of queerness and games, and what has 
the bursting, proliferating dialogue centered around? Thankfully and 
unsurprisingly, we can find a multiplicity of answers to this question, 
but two large and slightly divergent currents stand out. One focuses 
on diversifying the content of games and representation of margin-
alized identities in the industry, while the other begins to investi-
gate how to queer the structure of games.

“Queerness in games” has appeared in the media and public dis-
course mostly as a question of representation and inclusion: Who has 
been making most of our games, as opposed to who could be making 
them? What kind of people and experiences appear in the fictional 
universes that games can summon into existence, and whose life ex-
periences are brought to bear on the stories told by or emerging from 
games? The status quo, to nobody’s surprise, is that games have sel-
dom been made by or for queers, or even with queers in mind; they’re 
mostly created by young and middle- aged white and Asian men, to 
be sold to a similar if slightly younger and slightly browner audience 
of consumers. Just as in analogous battles in other forms of culture 
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and areas of public discourse, the struggle for inclusion and repre-
sentation of queers has joined calls for more (and less stereotyped) 
representation of women and people of color.

At a 2014 Game Developers Conference panel titled “How to Sub-
versively Queer Your Work,” game scholar Todd Harper provided 
one summation of inclusivity’s value proposition for the wider game 
industry. With greater diversity of stories, characters, and voices, 
Harper said, comes increased scope for the empathic possibilities of 
games: “Empathy is the ability to see what matters to other people. 
It’s the ability to see what matters to someone who isn’t you. Em-
pathy is a muscle, and like any muscle you have to flex and use it 
over and over until it becomes strong.” Harper also suggested that 
flipping the identity characteristics of protagonists in games could 
broaden existing game narratives: a “bald, white, cismale space ma-
rine” could become “a half- shaved head, purple- haired, trans- woman 
Latina space marine.”1

In contrast to the focus on representation in game content, other 
queer game creators have taken up the question of what happens 
when we question norms and conventions about how games, or spe-
cific game genres, are expected to function. Avery McDaldno and 
Joli St. Patrick gave a workshop at the 2013 Queerness and Games 
Conference that explored a dozen potential techniques for indepen-
dent non- digital role- playing and story games; among other things, 
McDaldno and St. Patrick dismantled the notion, established since 
the 1970s and influential on countless video games, that a character 
in a role- playing game is controlled by and represents a single human 
player.2 In a workshop given at New York University’s Game Center, 
merritt kopas elaborated on McDaldno and St. Patrick’s techniques 
and urged participants to deconstruct existing game genres to find 
the fundamental assumptions driving patterns of play, then queer 
the genres by twisting, flipping, or undermining those conventions.3 
These tactics bear more in common with the approaches of queer 
theory to history, economic analyses, even information science— 
locating unspoken norms by which a field of human activity or 
knowledge is operating, and finding points of rupture that destabi-
lize those assumptions, opening up those fields to a wider and poten-
tially more liberatory set of possibilities.
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Outside the culture of games, in spaces concerned with LGBTQ 
activism and political organizing, the queer politic is often under-
stood to be at odds with more dominant “gay rights” rhetoric. The 
latter is characterized as a drive toward acceptance into existing 
institutions such as legally recognized marriage or military service. 
Anti- assimilationist queer activists, exemplified by documents such 
as the Against Equality online archive, instead choose to advocate 
from the marginalized position of queerness to ask bigger questions 
about who’s excluded from or harmed by these institutions, and how 
existing structures are invisibly designed to support the status quo, 
the smooth operation of capitalism, the yoking of human beings into 
“productive members of society,” and so forth.4 It’s tempting to try 
to look at calls for representation and inclusion in big- budget games 
as being akin to the assimilationist rhetoric, but there are several 
nuances to consider.

Game writer Samantha Allen, another panelist from “How to Sub-
versively Queer Your Game,” has described the move to push for a 
greater number of LGBT- inclusive games as “a lifeline to lost gam-
ers,” among them “young, closeted queer people” who may not yet 
be aware of more experimental, lesser- known games done by queer 
creators outside the big- budget studio model.5 Her point that “we 
have to employ a plurality of tactics to bring down the monolith” can 
apply just as readily to the process of creating independent games 
as to advocating for the kinds of games that get made. Unlike po-
litical organizing and fund- raising, where attention and money are 
divided between causes that benefit people with differing relation-
ships to established institutions, a creative process can encompass 
both approaches.

In 2012, during a discussion about Anna Anthropy’s Rise of the 
Videogame Zinesters,6 a senior colleague asked me what kind of bene-
fits I thought a more diverse pool of creators, including queer cre-
ators like myself or Anthropy, had for games. My response was that 
creators with marginalized experiences and subaltern viewpoints 
have a different capacity to make new kinds of games that we hadn’t 
even seen yet. This answer was based largely on my experiences with 
two of Anthropy’s own games. Mighty Jill Off (2008) matches a nar-
rative theme expressing the dynamics of a queer BDSM relationship 



 6 NAOMI CLARK

with game play that forces the player to submit to a cruel and re-
petitive task. What I found remarkable about Mighty Jill Off was not 
simply that game play and narrative content aligned to represent 
submission and dominance, but that the mode of interaction and 
goals also highlighted a related and broadly applicable way of seeing 
games, with the designer as the domme providing tasks, seemingly 
arbitrary outside of the system of play, that the player must will-
ingly submit to in the pursuit of pleasure. Game designers7 and phi-
losophers8 writing about games have echoed this understanding of 
games for years, but Mighty Jill Off was the first time I had seen the 
theme bound to overt narrative content— a possibility only realiz-
able by the expression of queer lives in games.

Anthropy’s dys4ia (2012) goes further in the direction of queer-
ing established notions of games, to the point where game designers 
like Raph Koster opined that “a lot of dys4ia could have been built 
in PowerPoint and isn’t a game.”9 Koster later retracted this take, 
which was rooted in the convention that games must have choices 
that let a player alter the state of the system. dys4ia, however, does 
something more subtle with its interactive aesthetics: it’s presented 
as an autobiographical story, but one in which situations from life 
are represented by systems that the player must understand in order 
to navigate, rather than solely by words or images as in other forms 
of autobiography. dys4ia manages to destabilize one of the rarely 
questioned tenets of what a game must have to be considered a game, 
while also blazing new territory into overt autobiography. These 
two explorations are linked; unlike earlier pseudo- autobiographical 
games dealing in impressionistic representation of and musings 
on the creator’s life, such as Jason Rohrer’s Passage (2007) or Rod 
Humble’s The Marriage (2007), dys4ia recounts actual past events 
from the creator’s life. If Anthropy had followed the conventional 
rubric of games and allowed player actions to determine the course 
of the game, the autobiographical fidelity of dys4ia would have be-
come mutable and subject to player whim.

Anthropy is far from the only queer game creator whose works 
combine representation of queer lives. Realistic Kissing Simulator 
(2014) by Jimmy Andrew and Loren Schmidt, uses two largely de- 
gendered heads to represent players, eluding the recently fashion-
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able choice of “gay relationship or straight relationship” that has 
become a feature of games in franchises like Dragon Age. The game 
simultaneously does away with conventional notions of designer- 
ordained goals, mimetic realism (despite its title), and the automatic 
assumption of consent at the beginning of play, leaving players to 
figure out how and why to collaborate and encounter each other via 
a system of elongated, floppy tongues. Mattie Brice’s EAT (2013) is a 
system of rules meant to be applied to the player’s everyday life in 
order to approximate the challenges of her own existence as a black 
trans woman, student, and writer; the system is daunting enough 
that it’s unclear whether anyone has ever been determined and brave 
enough to play it. The games of Christine Love often adopt the form 
of an East Asian– style visual novel or dating sim, but supplement 
purely romantic or sexual content with explorations of changing no-
tions of privacy and multivalent reactions of women to repressive 
patriarchal society; most of the player’s actions in Analogue: A Hate 
Story (2012), prior to a moment of judgment, involve reviewing an 
epistolary account of the past. Love’s games also frequently involve 
“impossible” challenges that may appear to be goals for gamers, but 
elude the player without cheating or hacking the game.

merritt kopas’s Lim (2012) has frequently been cited as an ex-
ample of a queer game due to the way it systemically represents the 
experience of attempting to “pass” as one gender or another but ul-
timately failing and being subjected to harassment. (It’s worth not-
ing that via abstraction, Lim contains the potential to be played as a 
metaphor for multiple kinds of passing, such as passing as multiple 
racial identities.) Beyond the act of representation, another, less- 
cited aspect of Lim deeply queers the experience: the collision of ob-
jects in the system, representing harassment of a non- passing pro-
tagonist, sometimes grows so violent that the protagonist is pushed 
through the walls constraining the space of play and into an empty, 
lonely space beyond. kopas has refused to clarify whether this effect 
was part of her intention as the creator, or a glitch that arose from the 
code of the game— an unintentional “flaw” that happens to harmo-
nize with the rest of the game to create a possibility of utter refusal 
emerging from trauma and movement beyond the confines of a harsh 
system. By keeping this possibility ambiguous, kopas leaves open the 
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possibility that this is a discovery of players, not a top- down artifact 
of authorial intent.

Studies of game design have long succumbed to a kind of dual-
ism, a bifurcation of the game experience into two supposedly sepa-
rate aspects that are often portrayed as being in tension. The narra-
tive content of a game, sometimes called the dramatic elements,10 
includes characters, plot, fictional world, spoken dialogue, and so 
forth, while the systemic structure of a game, also known as the for-
mal elements,11 consists of things like the rules, pieces, interactions 
and choices available to the player, underlying algorithms or mathe-
matical models of economies or physics, and so forth. Theoretical ar-
guments between “narratologists,” supposedly advocating the impor-
tance of dramatic elements, and their opponents, the “ludologists,” 
date back to 1997; the formal elements have long been held up as 
the unique provenance of games, that which distinguishes them from 
other forms of culture (many of which, of course, involve narrative 
content but not playable systems).12 The two sides of formal/narrative 
dualism are often described as being in an irreducible tension that 
designers must do their best to manage or mask, lest “ludonarrative 
dissonance” color the player’s experience.13

Vocal critics, many of them consumer fans, have attacked many 
of the games described above— as well as other games with queer 
themes, such as the Fullbright Company’s Gone Home (2013)— on 
the basis that they’re “not real games” or “just very simple games.” 
This understanding is based entirely on the formal elements of the 
game, as was Koster’s initial critique. Reducing a game to its for-
mal elements, whatever the rationale (e.g., “It’s the aspect that only 
games can do”) seems akin to insisting that invertebrates, as a class, 
must primarily be understood by examining and evaluating their 
internal bone structure. Giving primacy to the skeleton of a game, 
this approach flays off the skin and flesh, the distinguishing char-
acteristics of experience that are the first encountered by a player, 
to prioritize the skeletal system that more expert forensic analysts 
(most of them game designers or theorists) can take apart to gain a 
supposedly truer understanding of the game.

When fleshed of content and linkage to the context of lived expe-
rience, the systems of many queer games may appear to such a “fo-
rensic examination” to be identical to older interactive forms. Tra-
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ditionalists describe dys4ia as akin to a PowerPoint presentation, or 
games made with Twine are equivalent to Choose Your Own Adventure 
game books. It’s only when looked at in context, clothed in flesh, that 
this illusion of retrogression vanishes and we can see that new rela-
tionships between different aspects of games can arise from queer 
modes of creation— which, it should be added, are nearly always oper-
ating outside of a profitable market context or financial support from 
publishers.

Ironically, it’s the refusal to obey orthodox conventions about 
games, and a willingness to embrace bare systems, that makes it 
easier for queer games to achieve striking new forms of interplay 
and consonance between the experiences and aspects of queer exis-
tence they represent and the structures of interaction that players 
encounter. The relationship between experience and systemic repre-
sentation in the games by queer creators mentioned above is often 
crisply straightforward— sometimes simply revolving around what’s 
placed on or removed from the canvas of possibility. These simple ap-
proaches manage to sidestep the complex, yet supposedly inevitable 
and frustrating, clash between “ludo” and “narrative.” Queer game 
creators have already imagined queer modes of game play in which 
ludonarrative dissonance, at least, is not a vivid concern.

Although we may wish to question the taken- for- granted dual-
ism of narrative and game play and we can dismiss the false either/or 
binary of “push for inclusion of marginalized identities in big- budget 
games” or “queer existing norms of game play to create new types of 
work,” it’s still worth asking a final question: if different approaches 
to queerness and games aren’t necessarily in tension with each other, 
what are they in tension with?

One possible answer returns to the question of assimilation of 
marginalized identities rather than maintaining the possibility of 
an outside, questioning, and destabilizing voice. Rather than asso-
ciating assimilation with the demand for greater representation in 
game fictions, it may be useful to consider assimilation as the legiti-
mization of games as a social good.

Games, much like queers, have a long history of being maligned and 
regarded as frivolous, jejune, or degenerate. Sports were regarded sepa-
rately for much of games’ history, and many of the most widespread 
games played by adults were games of chance used for gambling— 
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associated with the lower classes, soldiers, criminals, and so forth. 
In the nineteenth- century United States, game creators began to try 
to rehabilitate the image of games when they sought to sell games 
to families. Some game creators replaced dice, strongly associated 
with gambling, with a new random- number- generating spinner (the 
“teetotum”); other board games, like The Mansion of Happiness, added 
content to the traditional race game genre that promoted Christian 
morals.14

Twentieth- century stereotypes about games and gamers are much 
more familiar to today’s gamers and game developers: parents ac-
cusing Dungeons & Dragons players of placing suicide curses on their 
children, video games becoming secondary culprits in school shoot-
ings, studies of game addiction and whether games cause violence.15 
Rather than thuggish gamblers, the popular conception of gamers is 
now that of an overweight, unshaven, socially maladjusted, imma-
ture white man. Game academics, gamers themselves, and the game 
industry have continuously struggled against these perceptions by 
deploying counter- studies, reactionary anger of the sort that ex-
emplified the #GamerGate movement, and public relations tactics, 
respectively. The game industry, in particular, has benefited from a 
broadening of market categories (the introduction of “casual gamer,” 
for instance) that helps normalize the idea of games and creates the 
perception that most average people play games.

The most enduring perception of games, however— so funda-
mental to commonly held notions of games that it has structured 
human– game relations throughout history— is that games are “only” 
a leisure activity, a “pass- time” engaged in for pleasure rather than 
productivity, as an escape from work and possibly from mundane 
reality. This notion can be seen as a generative base for other stereo-
types: games are frivolous, meant for children’s abundant free time 
rather than for serious adults, save for moral degenerates who may 
become so enthralled by the possibility of escape from the ordinary 
that they become delusional, unable to distinguish fantasy from re-
ality. This primal understanding of games is also the most recent to 
be the subject of an attempted rehabilitation: the Games for Change 
movement suggests that games can be deployed on serious subjects 
to convey political consciousness, while the use of games as produc-
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tive components of education has most lately been practiced under 
nomenclature like game- based learning. Gamification, meanwhile, 
seeks to use games in whole or part to adjust player motivations, at 
their own behest or in accordance with institutional goals. These 
approaches have two things in common: goals involving harness-
ing games for more “productive” and “useful” ends than leisure, and 
Jane McGonigal.

McGonigal exemplifies the intersection of various productive uses 
for games; she advocates the potential for games to prevent PTSD 
in trauma victims, creates games that teach or raise consciousness 
about an issue, and designed a gamified system to cultivate positive 
motivation and psychological reinforcement toward a player’s self- 
defined goals.16 Her vision for games doesn’t just involve rehabili-
tating and assimilating them into a “productive member of society,” 
participating in established institutions from education to the non-
profit industrial complex; she orates about the potential for games 
to become a savior, the most productive aspect of society. The goals 
McGonigal advocates and designs for— awareness of peak oil prob-
lems, recovery from traumatic injury, motivated physical exercise, 
learning about public libraries, planting community gardens— are 
difficult to impugn. The conversion of play into a resource to be har-
nessed, however, is perhaps the most ambitious attempt to assimi-
late games into usefulness. According to McGonigal, the libidinous 
energy of engagement with games— the pleasure of unproductive 
play, the nebulous notion of “fun”— can potentially be channeled to-
wards all sorts of productive goals. By the same token, this energy 
could also be harnessed for goals diametrically opposed to the posi-
tive ends that McGonigal champions.

The work of philosopher Bernard Suits forms one of the foundations 
of McGonigal’s approach to game design, specifically the definition of 
games from his 1978 text, The Grasshopper: Games, Life, and Utopia. Ac-
cording to Suits, a game must involve “voluntary obstacles”— another 
lens on the system that a player submits to in order to play a game. 
McGonigal sees this aspect of games as explaining “everything that 
is motivating and rewarding and fun about games.”17 Her method 
of design involves placing voluntary obstacles— challenges that one 
decides to overcome— along the way to a goal that’s productive or 
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improves life in some way. Unlike McGonigal, however, Suits rejects 
the notion of productive goals for games. In The Grasshopper, the titu-
lar protagonist is a version of the same character in Aesop’s fable 
about the ant and the grasshopper— an insect who eschews work 
for pleasure. Suits reimagines the grasshopper as a philosopher who 
seeks ultimate goods— activities that are pursued for their own 
ends, and for no other reason. The laboring ants, preparing for the 
winter, are working for a purpose, but the grasshopper seeks only 
happiness for its own sake, and concludes that games are the way 
to this utopia. In an ideal world, he reasons, we would do nothing 
but play.

Although Suits may not have been entirely serious in his charac-
terization of games as the main ingredient in utopian living, the cast 
he gives to the inherently unproductive nature of games is striking; 
in light of movements to rehabilitate and instrumentalize games 
for productive ends, we must ask what we are losing in the rush to 
raise games out of the scorned red- light district of trivial, immature 
pleasures. Games can be legitimized by yoking them to support the 
institutions of education, propaganda, nonprofit organizations, and 
behavioral psychology— but should they be yoked? Games are even 
on a climb toward legitimacy as an art form, and the debate over 
whether games “can be art”18 is nearly a foregone conclusion as the 
Museum of Modern Art adds games to its collection.19

Even Eric Zimmerman, who in 2013 predicted that the twenty- 
first century will be the “Ludic Century” where games become the 
preeminent creative form,20 wrote to discourage the assimilation of 
games as an accepted form of art exactly a year later: “Once games 
are just another department in the academy, just another section in 
the newspaper, just another kind of festival or marketplace or cata-
log then they no longer have the disruptive power that makes them 
so special. Art is the name for establishment culture— works that 
have ceased to challenge and offend.”21

Anyone who has engaged with video games in the last three de-
cades is familiar with the primary institution that games have been 
successfully deployed in service of: the consumer marketplace. Games 
were once created and mutated as a form of folk creativity, distrib-
uted and taught by word of mouth; the rehabilitation of games’ asso-
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ciation with morally degenerate gambling made the family- friendly 
board game market possible, and the computing revolution enabled 
an explosion in the number of increasingly disposable product choices 
available for consumers. Further assimilation in the service of estab-
lished institutions could herald a turn toward other productive uses 
for games besides profit and employment. But the queer question 
must remain: What will we lose in the process as we make additional 
bids for legitimacy?
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problems or technological challenges. She argues that computational tools are never 
authored neutrally but rather reproduce the social and political systems that give rise 
to them. By beginning with politically engaged theory, in her case focused most spe-
cifically on feminist theory and the politics of difference, we can build and develop 
different tools and applications that embody a different, more progressive politics. It is 
with this method in mind that I have prototyped a game, Go Queer,1 which takes the 
principles of queer theory as the starting point for its design. Go Queer arises from the 
question, “How might we design a game beginning not from the principles of game-
play but rather the principles of queer play?” Go Queer is my prototype (and theory) 
in answer to that question. It is premised on the argument that queerness stands as a 
disruptive challenge to normative structures, be they identities, institutions, cultural 
productions, or ways of being in the world. It proposes that a productive and under-
represented setting for queer play is the space of the city itself and that the hybrid 
reality of locative media provides particular affordances to enable particularly queer 
navigations, occupations, and constructions of queer urban space.

Go Queer takes as its inspiration the Queer Edmonton Bus Tour, an annual Pride 
Week event in Edmonton, Canada. The city’s most infamous drag queen, Darrin 
Hagen, acts as the master of ceremonies (MC; always with a lovely assistant, often 
former city councilor Michael Phair) while a city bus filled with queers and allies tours 
the city, learning about various places in its queer history. The stories are informative, 
tragic, dishy. Here is the site of the bathhouse raids in 1983, outing hundreds of gay 
men and ruining the lives of many; here is the site of the city’s first gay club unceremo-
niously closed down when the owners of the space learned what kind of establishment 
they were leasing to; here is the site of the first anxious meetings about HIV and AIDS, 
around a kitchen table, which became the AIDS Network; here is the original location 
of King’s College, site of the human rights complaint that led to sexual orientation 
being written into the Canadian Constitution. The event started in 2010 with a single 
tour in the downtown core but is now so popular that it runs for three nights, traverses 
two distinct routes (north side and south side), and sells out immediately.

The event is notable as a communal experience, a kind of analog crowd-sourcing 
event where the passengers provide as much of the commentary as the MC; passengers 
volunteer information and corrections (“NO! Secrets was on 106th street first. It 
moved to 107th the next year”), and the MC is always seeking new stories and new 
sites (“We know that Club 70 was at this corner. Does anyone remember if it was in 
this building, or was there another building in the parking lot that’s gone now? The 
records are sketchy”). Each year, the stories that emerged the year before form the 
basis of visits to the archives or interviews with community members. Many find their 
way into the “official” narrative of the tour in subsequent years, thus its ever expand-
ing routes and sites. Indeed, it has proven so popular and so successful that it has 
helped launch the Edmonton Queer History Project, a citizen history project funded by 
the city, the Edmonton Historical Society, and the University of Alberta.

The queer history bus tour is itself a form of locative urban interface, a kind of 
perfect literalization of the development of queer culture and community: a group of 
like-minded others, playfully making their way together through the space of the city, 
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reappropriating its sights and histories for entirely different purposes. While Henri 
Lefebvre (1992, 115) was referring to the metaphori of Athens, he might as easily have 
had the Queer History Bus Tour in mind when he argued that “stories . . . serve us as a 
means of mass transportation.”

By locating the game in the literal space of the city, Go Queer capitalizes on what 
David Bell (2001, 84) calls “the special relationship between the city and the deviant.” 
Foundational work in queer studies has shown us how queer cultures and communities 
have arisen in conjunction with large-scale urbanization, where the density and ano-
nymity of urban spaces and cartographies have played a pivotal role in the production 
of a queer subjectivity.2 Whereas Michael Sibalis (1999, 11) notes that “urbanization 
is a precondition for the emergence of significant gay culture,” Dianne Chisholm 
(2004, 12) goes further by observing that “gay urban histories trace the emergence of 
a gay scene to bustling nineteenth-century European and American capitals where 
public and commercial architectures afforded city goers attractive meeting places.” 
Similarly, John D’Emilio (1983, 4) argues that it is through the specifically public 
space of the city that “a group of men and women came into existence as a self-con-
scious, cohesive minority.” From cruising the public restroom to establishing gay bars, 
bookstores, and other gathering places, the urban interface provides the structure from 
and against which a queer community and culture is built.

Likewise, the urban interface provides the structure from and against which Go 
Queer is built. The locative gameplay is at its core a simple scavenger hunt: players set 
off in the ludic space of the city to find locations that have historical significance to the 
queer community, and uncover both its official and unofficial histories. The player’s 
initial findings are purely accidental—enacting the Situationist “dérive” or Michel de 
Certeau’s (2011) “tactic” as a method of gameplay. When players get close enough to 
points of historical significance, the app alerts them and provides them with the hidden 
queer history of the location that they have “found.” The interface is a map, and each 
location’s history is told in a pop-up that might contain various forms of media (text, 
photos, video, audio, etc.). The discovery of each place then triggers a clue (again, it 
may contain various forms of media), leading players to more and more places as they 
populate their map. Clues begin as fairly simple puzzles for players to unpack, but as 
they accumulate more and more places, they are presented with more and more chal-
lenging clues. Ultimately, to discover all of the game’s places and “win”3 requires 
expert knowledge of the city and its history. Still, sites can always be found by seren-
dipity, thus encouraging the player to continue to play the flaneur and to continue to 
produce the transitory queer spaces of the city. There are currently approximately fifty 
places being built into the game, but there exists the possibility for significantly more, 
and for the expansion of the game to other cities.

That the game takes place on location and in the streets is significant. As Mary 
Flanagan (2009, 189) has noted, “location-based games are often designed to unplay 
the dominant systems of control.” In contrast to other genres of games, “locative 
games offer an ambiguous or ambient game experience. Players explore ideas of par-
ticipation and space, particularly the space of the city, by combining physical and 
technological play” (Flanagan 2009, 197). Go Queer capitalizes on this affordance by 
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rupturing the player’s normative traversals of the city, challenging players to queer 
their notions of history, space, and games. Players thus inhabit multiple spaces simul-
taneously: the space of the contemporary city, the space of the queer past, and the 
hybrid space created by that juxtaposition. That hybrid space is queer precisely because 
it reminds us that all queer spaces are always already produced in relation to the het-
eronormative—that queer space is always coconstituted in relation to dominant spatial 
discourses. By annotating everyday locations with their disruptive queer histories, the 
game turns a mere “location” into what Lucy Lippard (1997) calls a “place”:

Place is latitudinal and longitudinal within the map of a person’s life. It is temporal and 
spatial, personal and political. A layered location replete with human histories and 
memories, place has width as well as depth. It is about connections, what surrounds it, 
what formed it, what happened there, what will happen there. (p. 7, my emphasis)

This “layered location” is the unique feature of a locative game, one that “generates 
the hybrid experience of place and presence” (Richardson and Hjorth 2014, 256).

To understand more fully the role of “place” and “presence” in Go Queer, I want to 
argue that the “place” of the game is principally (though not exclusively) generated by 
its content—the historical stories and events that populate the game; the “presence,” 
on the contrary, is generated (again, principally though not exclusively) by the 
mechanic of the game—by the form of movement it asks players to undertake, by the 
types of discoveries it makes available to them, and by the paradoxical experience of 
past and present that such discoveries produce.

Producing the places of the game required understanding and acting on the political 
stakes of narrating queer memory and queer history; this begat a design decision that 
the game’s historical narratives needed to function as countermemories—a term intro-
duced by Foucault and elaborated upon in much queer theory. One such elaboration is 
found in “Sex Publics, Sex Panics, Sex Memories,” where Christopher Castiglia (2000) 
identifies two oppositional types of politically charged memory at work in the con-
sciousness of urban gay men: counternostalgia and countermemory. Countermemories, 
he argues, provide us with a complex relationship to the past, which can allow us to see 
our present and future differently, while counternostalgia urges us to “get over” the past 
and, consequently, align our politics with those of the state and the reproductive family. 
Counternostaligia is produced by a willful forgetting of the past; countermemories, on 
the contrary, are “a compelling narrative of the past composed of memories that exceed 
official public history” (p. 168). Go Queer is built on a foundation of countermemories, 
deliberately making both the meanings and the contradictions of the past available in 
the present. Rather than tidily reconciling discordant elements of the past by subsuming 
uncomfortable details into an overarching narrative of progress, Go Queer’s counter-
memories actively exploit the ragged density of past experience. In Foucault’s (1977) 
own words, countermemory “makes visible all those discontinuities that cross us” (p. 
162). And valorizing such a project is crucial as “history will not discover a forgotten 
identity, eager to be reborn, but a complex system of distinct and multiple elements, 
unable to be mastered by the powers of synthesis” (p. 161). Go Queer consciously 
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rejects counternostalgia; it does not seek to recuperate and valorize official queer histo-
ries. Rather, it presents the complex and contradictory pasts of the queer city that exceed 
not only official history but also any comfortable history.

It is both the content and the structure of the narratives of Go Queer that make them 
countermemories. They tell the stories of history from below—the stories of cruising 
and cruising parks, of bars, of drag houses; the stories of court cases and harassments 
and witch hunts; and the stories of political organizing, of sexism and exclusion, of the 
rendering invisible of Indigenous and Two-Spirit peoples—they tell the stories of gen-
trification and privilege, the stories of mainstreaming. At the same time, by placing 
these stories alongside one another spatially, by refusing to place them in a temporal 
trajectory, and by making them available randomly to each user, Go Queer resists the 
“powers of synthesis” and allows for the messy density of history to coincide. These 
are the stories that produce the places of queer history.

Go Queer also embodies the conviction that these places are collectively produced 
and reproduced. As queer theory has argued, and as the Queer Edmonton bus tour 
demonstrates, queer histories and queer (counter)memories are generated through col-
lective experiences and remembrances, and it is those collective experiences and 
memories that form the basis of community and belonging. In “The City of Collective 
Memory,” Dianne Chisholm (2001, 198) observes that Maurice Halbwachs “was the 
first to posit that memory, though strikingly and variably individual, is always and 
enduringly collective. And he argued convincingly for the primacy of spatial images, 
images of group habitation—particularly city images—in narratives of collective 
memory.” Chisholm then queers this proposition, turning from the collective city 
memory of the aristocracy and official histories of Halbwachs to the potential for 
queer countermemory that she locates in Walter Benjamin’s “A Berlin Chronicle.” 
Here, she argues that “Benjamin elaborated, if not a theory of collective memory, then 
a concept and practice of imaging the city for critical remembrance” (p. 198). Go 
Queer’s historical narratives mimic Benjamin’s fragmentary, spatialized remem-
brances, bringing forth a collective city memory that is at once “variably individual” 
yet simultaneously “enduringly collective.”

If the historical narratives themselves and their scattered, discontinuous, asynchro-
nous placement through the city constitute the place of the hybrid experience of “place 
and presence” (Richardson and Hjorth 2014, 256), then the scavenging itself, and the 
serendipitous discovery of those historical places in the contemporary moment, consti-
tutes the presence. To begin unpacking how the game produces presence, it is useful to 
return to game studies scholar Alexander Galloway’s (2004) concept of the congruence 
requirement, which he defines as “some type of fidelity of context that transliterates 
itself from the social reality of the gamer, through one’s thumbs, into the game environ-
ment and back again.” Galloway is interested in how this forms the basis for realism in 
games—the more congruous the “one-to-one relationship between the affective desires 
of gamers and the real social contexts in which they live,” the more real the game 
appears. But what of queers, who, to invoke Sara Ahmed (2006), are “oriented” differ-
ently toward reality, always already both inside of it and out? I contend that it is pre-
cisely the incongruity and disruption of juxtaposing normative city space with its 
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non- or antinormative queer layers that generates a “fidelity of context” between the 
player and “the real social contexts in which they live” (Galloway 2004). Queer space 
in this theorization is not a utopian “elsewhere” to be escaped to; rather, the “ambient 
experience” (Flanagan 2009, 197) of incongruity and (non)belonging both reflects the 
queer spaces of the past, and actively produces the queer spaces of the present.

By inviting the player to traverse the city, the game mechanic produces a queer 
space, an “activated zone made proprietary by the occupant or flâneur, the wanderer” 
(Désert 1997, 21), for it is in the everyday reading of and navigating against the grain 
that urban space is rendered queer. The queer spaces of the city, the “activated zones,” 
are both historical and contemporary, and placing the player onto the gameboard of the 
city both exposes the activated zones of the past and turns the player into the flaneur, 
the wanderer, the creator of new queer zones in the present. The game asks the player 
to navigate the city tactically, in de Certeau’s (2011, 8) terms, via

a calculus which cannot count on a “proper” (a spatial or institutional localization), nor 
thus on a borderline distinguishing the other as a visible totality. The place of a tactic 
belongs to the other. A tactic insinuates itself into the other’s place, fragmentarily, without 
taking over its entirety, without being able to keep it at a distance. It has at its disposal no 
base where it can capitalize on its advantages, prepare its expansions, and secure 
independence with respect to circumstances. The “proper” is a victory of space over time. 
On the contrary, because it does not have a place, a tactic depends on time—it is always 
on the watch for opportunities that must be seized “on the wing.” Whatever it wins, it 
does not keep.

Taking our gameplay into the city then “brings to light the clandestine forms taken by 
the dispersed, tactical, and makeshift creativity of groups and individuals already 
caught in the nets of ‘discipline’” (p. 4).

The tactical traversals of urban space in Go Queer propose one possible answer to 
Sara Ahmed’s (2006, 543) dense question, “What does it mean to be oriented?” In 
answer to that question, Ahmed takes the question of sexual orientation to be a spatial 
question, via phenomelogy, rather than a question of identification or object choice. 
She argues that

to be oriented is also to be oriented toward certain objects, those that help us find our way. 
These are the objects we recognize, such that when we face them, we know which way 
we are facing. They gather on the ground and also create a ground on which we can 
gather. (Ahmed 2006, 543)

Go Queer asks its players to be oriented as well to the queer stories of the past and to 
the hybrid queer spaces of the present such that we can “find our way”—in the space 
of the game and in the queer space of the city. These hybrid spaces create “the ground 
on which we can gather,” creating the sites and expressions of collective memory “that 
we recognize” while letting us know “which way we are facing.”

Ahmed further, and usefully, argues that bodies are changed by virtue of being put 
into contact with particular objects—those objects that are “near enough to be reached 
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. . . Orientations are about the directions we take that put some things and not others in 
our reach” (Ahmed 2006, 552). This is how we can understand the effect of history on 
the body, for “what bodies ‘tend to do’ are effects of histories rather than being origi-
nary. We could say that history ‘happens’ in the very repetition of gestures, which is 
what gives bodies their dispositions or tendencies” (pp. 552–53). Ahmed’s argument, 
and one of the core arguments of the Go Queer mechanic, is that queers are differently 
“oriented” to a spatial world that is the product of extended and extensive heteronor-
mativity. Spaces are already coded to make “some bodies feel in place, or at home, and 
not others” (p. 563). As a result, spaces have a “straightening effect” that queerness 
always experiences at a slant, from a different orientation. By embracing this slanted 
orientation, Go Queer reminds us that

it is important that we do not idealize queer worlds or simply locate them in an 
alternative space. After all, if the spaces we occupy are fleeting, if they follow us when 
we come and go, then this is as much a sign of how heterosexuality shapes the contours 
of inhabitable or livable space as it is about the promise of queer. It is because this 
world is already in place that queer moments, where things come out of line, are 
fleeting. Our response need not be to search for permanence but to listen to the sound 
of the “what” that fleets. (p. 565)

Like a tactic seized on the wing, the hybrid reality of the game orients us aslant, pro-
ducing a fleeting affiliation with queer urban spaces.

These tactical navigations of urban space coalesce into something more substantial 
through collective repetition. If our tactical, slanted movements through urban spaces 
is what produce them as queer, then it is the collective discovery and retelling of the 
stories of those spaces that make them, to return to de Certeau (2011, 117), “practiced 
places.” Or, to take liberties with Lefebvre’s (1992, 26) most-cited conclusion, queer 
(social) space is a queer (social) product, and the “space thus produced also serves as 
a tool of thought and action.” Like a tactic (or a bus tour, or a game), “what the map 
cuts up, the story [or the queer] cuts across” (de Certeau 2011, 129). This is the com-
bination of place (the game’s historical narratives) and presence (the game’s mechanic 
of movement through space and the serendipitous discovery of spaces made slant). 
Stand on the corner of 105th Street and 105th Avenue, looking west down the avenue. 
The gentrification of the area is apparent from the dotting of loft condo buildings on 
the left, while the low-rise warehouse spaces persist on the right. A shopping district 
one block to the south literally turns its back on the avenue, and something in the gap 
marks a boundary and division between “there” and “here.” The app chimes in and 
reminds us that the gap, a continuous urban scar through the western edge of the down-
town, was once the railway tracks and that we are on the “wrong” side of them. 
Although the “proper” city lingers in the form of a parking lot for Chintz and Co., the 
queer past comes spilling from the alley in front of you. It is 1981, and the Pisces Spa, 
a gay bathhouse, is being raided. Almost fifty law enforcement officers are participat-
ing, arresting, and taking photographs of the fifty-six “found-ins” charged that night. 
It has been only three months since similar raids swept up hundreds in Toronto, and the 
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fear, anxiety, and anger of the community are evident in the photos, newspaper arti-
cles, and court transcripts contained in that alley. This one historical site and event 
interrupts, annotates, and queers the contemporary day-to-day world, creating a tacti-
cal moment that must be seized “on the wing,” one that produces the momentary fleet-
ing sense of queer space amid the proper space of the city. It orients us, to return to 
Ahmed (2006, 543) “creat[ing] a ground on which we can gather” as well as a “tool of 
thought and action” (Lefebvre 1992, 26).

Different players will of course begin the game with different orientations. They 
will have different objects at hand, and will have different capacities to seek out and 
occupy slant space. The game progresses its players by presenting them with a clue at 
each location. Solving the puzzle results in the discovery of more such “objects at 
hand” (historical narratives) and more opportunities for queer presence (the hybrid 
experience of queer space). This (fuller, shared) orientation thus becomes one of the 
game’s skills. The clues become more difficult as the game progresses, and these 
“skills” are scaffolded such that knowledge gained earlier in the game become central 
to solving clues later in the game. Players learn how and where to look by virtue of 
what they learn from discovering specific historical stories. For example, they might 
learn that cruising washrooms were most frequently found in transitory public spaces 
like bus stations or, as the Pisces bathhouse example demonstrates, that many early 
gay establishments were found in poor or industrial sections of cities. Each new piece 
of knowledge alerts the player to new possibilities and places to explore. Each new 
piece of situated knowledge more firmly orients the player to the game and the city. 
One significant consequence of that new perspective on the city is that it reveals other 
orienting vectors like poverty, race, and colonialism. The queer orientation of the 
game makes visible the intersectionality of oppression inscribed in and expressed 
through the places of the urban.

Through the repetition of tactical navigation, and the repeated discovery and hybrid 
experience of the game’s locations, players begin to travel the same paths and occupy 
the same spaces. Like the paradox of desire lines, which are “both created by being fol-
lowed and are followed by being created” (Ahmed 2006, 555), the queer spaces and 
pathways of the city begin to accrete through the screens and steps of the players. The 
gameplay then moves beyond the individuated experience of queer traversals and queer 
spaces, and becomes, ideally, a collective, public, and communal experience. Following 
from a long theoretical tradition of understanding queerness as necessarily embedded in 
and dependent on public space for its legibility and politics,4 it is precisely in its collec-
tive, public, and communal expression that the game is at its most queer.

Go Queer is, in Manovich’s (2007, 406, cited in Galey, Ruecker, and the INKE 
Team 2010) terms, a prototype that functions as a theory. First, it changes the platform: 
instead of being played on a console or a computer, it is played on location in the 
city—urban space as gameboard, as ludic interface. Then, it changes the mise-en-
scène: instead of being played in a fictional world, it is played in the locative world, 
and in the history that persists in that world, in the queer places of the city. Once the 
stage has been set, it capitalizes on the queer affordances of the city to structure its 
gameplay, punctuating the city’s spaces with queer historical places, challenging the 
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normative or routine traversal of the urban and instead ghosting it with the hybrid real-
ity of queer history and contemporary queer flaneuring.
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Notes

1. The name is a playful nod to Pokemon Go, which was released after I began my prototype 
but which nonetheless shares many of my game’s mechanics. It is a deliberate double 
entendre, on the one hand urging its players to Go Queer in the navigational sense of “to 
go” and the interrogative sense of “to queer” but on the other urging them to Go Queer in 
the ontological sense of becoming queer.

2. Robert Aldrich (2006) summarizes that “special relationship” nicely when he notes that cit-
ies offered a larger selection of partners than smaller towns and villages. Crowds provided 
anonymity and, where homosexual acts remained illegal, a measure of safety. Migrants 
could break out of the strictures imposed elsewhere, locating new “sub-cultures” to satisfy 
reprobate desires (p. 91).

3. The idea that games must have a “win state” has long been a contentious one in game 
studies. It is part of a normative discourse that seeks to enforce the boundaries of what 
constitutes a “real” game (Consalvo and Paul 2013), to the exclusion of others, principally 
so-called “social games.” To queer what it means to play must necessarily include queering 
what it means to “win” and whether winning is even the desired outcome of queer play.

4. See, for example, D’Emilio (1983), Berlant and Warner (1998), and Chisholm (2001, 
2004).
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Abstract

In this article, I make the case that control and controllers  the
peripherals which players use as extensions of their bodies and minds
to operate videogames  are a key entry point into the project of
altering the hegemonic status quo of mainstream game design.
Concepts from queer game studies, intersectional feminist theory, and
critical design practices (particularly, the reflective game design
framework) are brought together in order to analyze and
subsequently queer five core aspects of control and controllers in
videogames. I make use of examples from the work of queer creators,
including my own, in order to queer each aspect.
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Introduction

Over the course of the last decade, a growing body of intersectional
feminist and queer game studies literature has documented the
violent, hegemonic, misogynistic, heretosexist status quo of the
videogame industry and game design's normative best practices, and
called for their disruption (Fron et. al 2007, Ruberg 2015, Trammell &
Waldron 2015, Bagnall 2017). Frequently, these practices are also
ableist in their construction, assuming a standard player for a
standard control scheme (Boluk & LeMieux 2017, p. 36). Game
controls and controllers, as the means by which players interface with
games and enact their agency on games’ systems, are a key site for
disrupting this status quo. As a queer, nonbinary game designer, my
queerness is a part of how I approach both intersectional feminist
activism and game design. Dismantling oppressive, kyriarchal systems
to the extent that we are able where we encounter them is a core part
of the intersectional feminist project writ large. By operationalizing my
knowledge of critical design practices, queer and intersectional
feminist thought, and game design, I propose ways of disrupting,
reorienting and queering the hegemonic status quo of games, with
game controls and controllers as an entry point. Using examples from
the work of queer creators, I queer five core aspects related to control
in videogames by drawing on my design experience and research with
the Reflective Game Design framework as part of the Reflective
Games research group. By queering game controls and controllers, we
can access more ways to question, transform, resist, imagine, and
bring difference to game design more broadly.

Critiques from intersectional feminist and queer game studies about
game design best practices in the industry often focus on the status
quo, rather than individual instances of representation. What is being
critiqued is "the way in which a complex layering of technological,
commercial and cultural power structures have dominated the
development of the digital game industry over the past 35 years,
creating an entrenched status quo" (Fron et al. 2007), and that this
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status quo is, by default, violent, misogynistic, and exclusionary on
many levels. In particular, some of these critiques address hardware
and controllers as a site of entrenched hegemony (Fron et. al 2007,
Bagnall 2017, Boluk & LeMieux 2017).

The concept of control in games is inextricably linked to the control
interface (or controller), but extends into the game software, as
agency ingame is not exclusively linked to the physical interface
itself. The liminal space formed between the physical interface and the
software must be addressed as part of the control provided to a
user/player (Galloway 2012, p. vii). For the purpose of this discussion,
"game controls" refers to both the physical and digital aspects of
control that allow players to interact with a game, including
controllers, their physical, tactile feedback and materiality, and the
feedback that players receive from them through the software (for
example, their avatar acting onscreen as a result of a button press,
or auditory feedback related to the same). These are the components
that provide a player with a sense of control and agency. Standard
game controllers include keyboards and screens (particularly, touch
screens), mice, joysticks, standalone buttons in the arcade, and
gamepads. Common critiques of these standard controllers often
begin with their inherent ableism, as in Boluk and LeMieux's
Metagaming, in which they unpack the connection between consoles,
game rules, and the standardized hardware that is officially sold with
them: "Universal control assumes a universal body, and since the
Super Nintendo controller was included as the default input for the
platform, most games for the SNES anticipate bidexterous players
(with two mobile hands able to act independently)" (2017, p. 36). Up
until recently, players who did not fit this category often had to turn
to unofficial, "hacked" controllers, if they were to play at all [1].

Queer game scholarship extends this critique not only to players'
physical ability to play, but also to what standard controllers and
control can signify. As an example, Bagnall suggests that the
hardware of computer and console games itself reflects phallocentric
"prescriptive heterosexual ideology" that forces gamers to "enact
heteropolitics" through their use (2017, p. 141). Joysticks (such as
those popularized by the Atari 2600 console) in particular have been
critiqued for their connection to male gamer nostalgia, "the penis,
maleness, masculinity, and the ideal gamer" (Pozo 2015). As tools,
which are extensions of the human body, these theorists propose, a
joystick or analog stick is a penis analogue (Pozo 2015, Bagnall
2017). Alternative and hacked controllers provide a way of critiquing
these hegemonic designs. The Joydick, for example, which is a hacked
joystick controller that uses a "blue silicone dick," literalizes the
phallus in phallocentric game controls (Pozo 2015, p. 133137). Pozo
situates the Joydick and other interventions in the tradition of
"countergaming" (Galloway 2006). Hacked or custom alternative
controller projects like the Joydick are frequently made with no intent
to bring a design object to mass market (Pozo 2015). Rather, as
instances of countergaming, they are a comment on and reaction to
the status quo. They may have been made with a specific user in
mind to facilitate their play, or they may represent a unique design
object made for just one game. Not all alternative controllers are
intentional critiques of the status quo, but as Boluk and LeMieux
suggest, "Whereas standardized control standardizes play and
produces normative players, alternative interfaces do not simply make
videogames accessible, but radically transform what videogames are
and what they can do." (2017, p. 36). Alternative controllers
represent a desire to see, make, and play with something that does
not exist within the standard set of interfaces, and there is queer,
intersectional feminist, political potential in that speculative possibility
space.

One of the reasons that I propose queering alternative controllers as
an entry point into queering hegemonic practices in games, in addition
to their relationship to agency and control, is their relative
accessibility with respect to user cost and insider knowledge. Creating
alternative controllers with relatively little technical knowledge and
experience is more possible now than ever before. "Inventor kits"
such as the MakeyMakey and the BBC micro:bit serve as plugand
play entry points for interested parties to learn about circuits, physical
making, and creative interfaces. Alongside these technological
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developments, free gamemaking tools that require little to no
programming knowledge are increasingly accessible, so long as one
has access to a computer and an internet connection. Such
increasingly available avenues of participation demonstrate that there
is interest in and evidence for game controls and controllers as a site
of disruptive potential. That is, the accessibility of these tools
increases their disruptive potential because more makers can access
them. Emerging out of this paradigm, the question for me is, "What
does it mean to queer controllers?" In order to answer this, it is
necessary to synthesize what is meant by "queer" in this context,
what is specific about "queering", and how we can make use of
related intersectional feminist and critical design practices in our
queering practices as these relate to alternative ways of controlling
and alternative controllers.

Intersectional Feminism & Queer Theory

Ultimately, inclusive, actionable theories of queerness in games must
include intersectionality as a core concern, or risk reproducing the
same hegemonic structures that intersectional feminist and queer
games theorists are concerned about. Originally conceptualized by
Kimberlé Crenshaw (1989), intersectional feminism acknowledges that
the interrelations between different identity positions and experiences
are complex and create shifting dynamics and subjectivities which
operate within larger, interrelated systems of privilege and
oppression. Intersectional feminism comes out of a tradition of
womenofcolour feminist thought (i.e. Moraga & Anzaldua 1983) and
many theorists have expanded upon the term since its inception to
include other intersections and ideas (i.e. Collins 2000). Intersectional
feminism acknowledges lived experiences and systemic pressures as
acting simultaneously upon us and our relationships to others. Current
queer theory has taken on the language of intersectionality (Ruberg
2015, Clark 2017). Queer theory is highly compatible with
intersectional feminism because it is a framework that more closely
examines a number of the "intersections" suggested by intersectional
feminism  specifically, those of sex, gender, and sexuality from
queer perspectives. To be an intersectional feminist thinker means to
acknowledge and consider questions related to power, privilege and
oppression, including race and ethnicity, gender, sexuality, class,
physical ability, mental health, nationality, and power relations and
dynamics. It means to interrogate our first impulses and assumptions
as well as establishing one's own position within these systems (Davis
2017, p. 4750).

To design from this perspective means not only to hold these
considerations in mind, but to allow our designs to be informed by
them. Game designers can consciously design from an intersectional
feminist perspective, with an eye to their own positionality, through
enactment of intersectional feminist principles within the design
process (as related to power dynamics within the team, project
management, etc.), or through designing games about intersectional
feminist concepts. An intersectional feminist design perspective may
determine what topics are addressed, as well as what subject matter
is purposefully avoided. Designers may choose not to address subjects
and areas with which they do not have lived experience and
knowledge, may engage consultants who do have this lived
experience and do careful, thorough research, or may choose to
collaborate with someone who does have that lived experience so that
this person can "speak" for themself (understanding that one person
cannot speak for a whole group).

In Tune, which I codesigned, is an example of a game that was
developed around intersectional feminist principles. In Tune is a game
where players are asked to negotiate consent separately from sexual
intimacy (Cole, Marcotte & Miller 2014a). Players are asked to perform
a series of sustained poses, negotiating who will do what to whom,
whether the pose needs to be modified, and whether they will perform
the pose at all. The game positions consent as an intersectional
feminist issue that affects our daytoday interactions with others and
that requires active, ongoing engagement rather than the binary, one
time giving and receiving of consent in sexually intimate contexts.
One of the poses asks players to negotiate touching each other's
heads, which finds echoes in a game like Hair Nah, which is about
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(white) people touching a black woman's hair without her permission
(Pixel 2017). Games like Hair Nah and In Tune demonstrate some of
the ways that one can design intersectionally. In Tune is an example
of a game with intersectional feminist content and concerns, while
Hair Nah is an example of a game that speaks from a specific
intersectional identity.

Although deeply and necessarily interrelated, queer theory is distinct
from intersectional feminist theory and has its own traditions both
within and beyond game studies. This is because queerness contains
its own collection of axes and intersections. On its own, the term
"queer" is definitionallydifficult because, as Annamarie Jagose
argues, “It is not simply that queer has yet to solidify and take on a
more consistent profile, but rather that its definitional indeterminacy,
its elasticity, is one of its constituent characteristics” (1996, p. 1). The
term's definitional indeterminacy does not point to an emptiness, but
rather to a complexity and richness that is multiple and multimodal.
In Queer Phenomenology, Sara Ahmed takes note of and unpacks her
use of two senses of the word "queer": "First, [...] as a way of
describing what is 'oblique' or 'off line'" and, "Second, [...] to describe
specific sexual practices", emphasizing that "specific sexualities [are]
describable as queer in the first place [because] they're seen as odd,
bent, twisted" (2006, p. 161). Ahmed argues for the importance of
preserving both meanings of the word:

In a way, if we return to the root of the word "queer"
(from the Greek for cross, oblique, adverse) we can see
that the word itself "twists," with a twist that allows us
to move between sexual and social registers, without
flattening them or reducing them to a single line.
Although this approach risks losing the specificity of
queer as a commitment to a life of sexual deviation, it
also sustains the significance of "deviation" in what
makes queer lives queer. (Ahmed 2006, p. 161)

For Ruberg, "Being queer is about being different and desiring
differently" (2015, p. 113114). Queerness as orientation and
intersection of lived experience is about our desires for our own and
other bodies, at the same time as being about ways of thinking and
relating to the world that are "oblique" to the heterosexist status quo.
After Ahmed, I take queering as a verb to mean to reorient, redirect,
to deviate (2006, p. 161). It is this reorientation and redirection that
allows queer designers to bring the "difference" to design that Ruberg
tells us we need for "our discussions of video games and the
experience of play" in order to provide alternatives to the status quo
(2017, p. 113114).

Reflective Game Design

Through the ways that we desire differently as compared to the
hegemonic culture of games, queer game designers can "reorient" our
design practices (Ahmed 2006, p. 161). As a queer designer, my
queerness is bound up and entangled within my identity in a
bidirectional relationship, where my queerness shapes other aspects
of my experience which in turn shape my queerness. My experience
with critical design practices and, more specifically, with Reflective
Game Design informs my understanding of what a queer design
theory approach to queering game controls and controllers looks like.
Reflective Game Design is an approach to critical making that values
resistance to the status quo. It was developed by Dr. Rilla Khaled, and
put into practice by Dr. Khaled with the Reflective Game Design group
at the Technoculture, Art and Games (TAG) Research lab at Concordia
University, of which I am a member (Khaled 2018). In order to
reorient, redirect, deviate, and queer control in games and game
controllers effectively, both the designer and player(s) must have
some familiarity with the status quo, be aware that something within
it has been altered, and have the opportunity to reflect upon that.
This is where Reflective Game Design comes in.

Reflective Game Design is a critical design practice. Critical Design is a
broad category of design practices which are used for talking about,
designing around, and troubling the status quo, as well as engaging
with social issues (Dunne & Raby 2013, p. 3436). It stands in
opposition to Affirmative Design (Ibid.). These two categories, Critical
Design and Affirmative Design, form a spectrum whose targets and
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signposts are continuously moving as the design status quo changes.
What was critical today may be read as affirmative tomorrow. In this
same way, intersectional feminist and queer theorists' concerns with
the hegemonic status quo of video games exists within a particular,
changing context, and the goals of these critical projects may change
as these contexts do. Related forms of design practice that are critical
include speculative design (Auger 2013), ambiguous design (Gaver,
Beaver, & Benford 2003, Sengers & Gaver 2006) and, more specific to
games, critical play (Flanagan 2009) and reflective game design
(Khaled 2018). Speculative design is a set of related practices which
"remove the constraints from the commercial sector that define
normative design processes [...] and use fiction to present alternative
products, systems or worlds" (Auger 2013). The literature on
ambiguous design suggests that ambiguity and a multiplicity of
interpretations are a desirable outcome of design: designers create
experiences but cannot control that players might experience
something unintended by the design (Gaver et. al 2003, Sengers &
Gaver 2006). However, while designers cannot ensure that those
experiencing our design work will feel or think exactly what we
expect, we can create contexts and situations that encourage certain
effects. This is useful for game design because it brings player
subjectivity into the picture while acknowledging that designs still
possess embedded potential to create meaning. Flanagan's Critical
Play investigates "games designed for artistic, political, and social
critique or intervention, in order to propose ways of understanding
larger cultural issues as well as the games themselves" (2009, p. 2).
However, despite Critical Play's familial resemblances to other
categories of critical design practice, it does not directly draw on
critical design literature, and there are few examples of literature from
the Critical Design tradition being applied to game design contexts.

The Reflective Games framework explicitly connects the Critical
Design literature described above to game design and aims to bridge
this gap. Reflection, for the purpose of this discussion, is “the mental
process that occurs when we encounter situations that cannot be
effectively dealt with using previous experiences and solutions” and is
acknowledged in educational psychology as an important part of
learning (Khaled 2018, Boud et al. 1985, Mezirow 1990). Because I
work with Dr. Rilla Khaled, the creator of the Reflective Games
framework, the thinking and theorizing that I do in relation to this
model closely informs my design work. The Reflective Games
framework is a way of thinking about and designing games that
encourages reflection for both creators and players. In "Questions
over Answers: Reflective Game Design", Khaled suggests that games
have an opportunity to be true “reflection machines” as a form that
could lend itself quite easily to creating reflective experiences (Ibid).
Khaled's Reflective Game Design framework refers to four design
patterns for encouraging reflection. These are: "Questions Over
Answers", "Clarity Over Stealth", "Disruption Over Comfort", and
"Reflection Over Immersion" (Khaled 2018, p. 2224). The framework,
in naming reflective game design patterns, also encourages us to
recognize common design choices as patterns, where individual
choices exist in relationship to each other.

The act of reflection can make explicit and visible the ways that
designers are queering the status quo. The Reflective Game Design
framework provides guidance for analyzing existing queered games
and for designing new ones which deviate from and reorient
mainstream game design. Khaled notes the importance of "Questions
Over Answers," saying, "[Reflection] concerns deep consideration of
problem spaces and is premised on questioning and revisiting our
existing assumptions" (Ibid.). This suggests that ambiguity is a
desirable quality for reflective games, as it provides interpretive space
for the player to work through their own thoughts on a subject, not
only in the context of the current game, but within their own lived
experience. The principle of "Clarity Over Stealth" refers specifically to
countering the idea of "stealth learning", which is to say learning
divorced from the context in which it is intended to be used (Ibid).
Transferring knowledge learned ingame that is not at some point
then explicitly connected to its possible realworld applications may
make it difficult or impossible for players to apply that knowledge in
their day to day life (Ibid). With respect to "Disruption Over Comfort",
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Khaled explains that "Reflection is triggered when we are not strictly
comfortable, when our assumptions are thrown into question and
when we are confronted by situations that challenge our status quo"
(emphasis in original) (Ibid). Players presented with unproblematized
situations that they are in agreement with and information that they
are already familiar with are unlikely to reflect. To contextualize the
concept of "Reflection Over Immersion," Khaled explains that:

Immersion is a highly desirable quality if design
objectives mainly concern escapism. But reflection is
precisely not about escapism: it concerns revisiting our
previous beliefs intentionally and with a high degree of
selfawareness. In the context of games, it requires
acknowledging and incorporating the “fourth wall”, even
if this conflicts with the experience of “being there”.
(Ibid)

What makes for an entertaining game does not necessarily align with
the qualities that best promote reflection through games, and, as Bo
Ruberg tells us, there is a great deal of queer potential in games that
are "No Fun" (2015). By prioritizing critical reflection over fun, the
Reflective Games framework is in line with the disruptive agenda of
many queer game studies theorists.

Aspects of Control

Gregory Bagnall reminds us that, "As the prime navigational
mechanism and explorative tool of nearly all console games, we must
not underestimate the importance of game controllers" (2017, p.
140). As has been discussed, control and controllers represent the
major source of agency for the player, and therefore an important
entry point into queering game design. In queering the concept of
control, concretized in game controllers, game designers making use
of the Reflective Game Design patterns can create space for critical
reflection, and this reflection can in turn help designers and players
reflect on the status quo and the ways in which it has been and can
be queered (2018). There are five aspects related to control that,
when unpacked and queered, address many of the ways in which one
might imagine control and controllers differently.

I have identified five core aspects of control that are key to this
discussion of queering game controllers. They are flow, game feel,
control literacy, procedural rhetoric, and materiality and embodiment.
Collectively, these aspects, each drawn from game studies and related
fields, cover most facets of control and controllers in games, and can
be used to discuss how their manipulation affects control, what control
communicates to players, and what is enabled as a result. These five
aspects bleed into the narrative and programmatic materials of
games, as control(s) cannot always fully be divorced from the content
and themes of a game. The examples of queered game controls and
controllers discussed below were all made by queer creators or small
teams that include queer creators. A number of them are my own
projects, allowing me to make use of the inthemoment design
documentation I have gathered about them in my writings about
process.

 

1. Flow

Flow, a term popularized by Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi (1990), refers to
a mental state achieved when performing a task wherein the level of
challenge is commensurate with the player’s skill. Gameplay must
walk the line between boredom and frustration to fall within the flow
channel. When players are in this state they forget what is around
them and are totally involved, totally absorbed (Ibid.). However, the
perfected flow state is not one that promotes reflection (Khaled
2018). Rather, the opposite is true, as Brian Schrank points out in
Avantgarde Videogames: “Games or cultures that foster flow allow
people to be perfectly subjugated within their systems. When a
system is designed with optimal flow, people forget that they are
being subjugated: their doubts and distractions are kept to a
minimum, and all human labor is positively absorbed into the system”
(2014, p. 57). Game designer Dietrich Squinkifer suggests that there
is “untapped potential in using gameplay itself to take the player out
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of flow and instead deliberately invoke uncomfortable emotions,” and
that furthermore, this is necessary for the maturation of games
(2016). Ruberg's concept of "No Fun" and Juul's discussions on the
"Art of Failure" support this conclusion (Ruberg 2015, Juul 2013). As
Halberstam suggests in The Queer Art of Failure, "Under certain
circumstances failing, losing, forgetting, unmaking, undoing,
unbecoming, not knowing may in fact offer more creative, more
cooperative, more surprising ways of being in the world" (2011).
Through failed or negative affects and experiences, queer design
practices can problematize the flow state and similar "seamless"
states with design that encourages “reflection over immersion” and
“disruption over comfort” (Khaled 2018). Many of the best practices
concerning control in games relate to encouraging this flow state,
including forms of control in games. Therefore, it is also a key concept
that must be queered to disrupt the status quo. In disrupting the
other core aspects of control, the designer has the opportunity to
disrupt, or, after Ahmed (2006), reorient the flow channel, as flow
arises from an ideal (from the hegemonic perspective) combination of
these factors of control.

The use of an elaborate human puppeteering system in Squinkifer's
Coffee: A Misunderstanding queers flow in a Brechtian fashion by
creating visible gaps and seams in the experience (read: flow) for the
actors, the drivers, and the audience (Squinkifer 2014, Brecht &
Willett 1964). Two players are the "puppets" and two others are the
puppeteers or "drivers." The drivers communicate to the puppets
through the iPod touches, selecting what the puppets should do or say
next from a list of choices (Squinkifer 2015). The same narrative, with
many variations, is repeated multiple times with different puppets and
drivers for the same audience. Frequent pauses before instructions
appear create awkward silence by delaying the actors' responses to
one another. Since the actors are performing the lines "cold," they
may start to read a response aloud before realizing that they have
used an odd intonation or rhythm that appears stilted and unnatural.
At times, actors switch roles, removing their "identity" and exchanging
it, highlighting the fictional, constructed nature of the game. It is in
these gaps, which resist flow and immersion, that reflection upon the
queered, reoriented nature of the experience can occur.

 

2. Game Feel

“Game feel” is a term that many players and designers intuitively
understand, but it is difficult to define. Swink defines game feel as:
“the tactile, kinesthetic sense of manipulating a virtual object. It’s the
sensation of control in a game” (2009, xiii). Game feel is about
“momenttomoment interaction”, which is one reason why a simple
set of instructions for how to deliberately create effective game feel is
elusive (Ibid). In order to achieve a certain game feel, perhaps the in
game effect of a certain control input needs to be sped up or slowed
down, or perhaps an animation needs to be smoothed, or perhaps a
change in audio feedback is needed. Swink takes the normative
stance that game feel that feels “intuitive” and that encourages the
“flow state” (Csikszentmihalyi 1990) is to be sought after  that is,
that a game's controls should feel as little mediated and as invisible as
possible. Like Swink's suggestion that the player will only notice game
feel if there is something wrong, many normative ways of managing
control in games are all about invisibility and seamlessness. When a
game is wellbalanced, wellcrafted, and welldesigned, these norms
tell us, the player should feel totally immersed and involved in the
game. They should enter the flow state and be able to comfortably
play for hours at a time. While the mainstream considers this level of
involvement and seamlessness desirable, it reduces the need for
thought in the moment, and therefore the impetus for critical thought.

Glitches and aspects of design that feel “glitchy” are one potential site
for disrupting game feel. Clark and kopas write about glitches as
disruptive forces that can show the seams of play experiences, noting
that "to support glitch autonomy may mean not revealing whether a
glitch is intentional or not, preserving a certain sense of wonder as to
where it came from, why, and what the meaning of a glitch is"
(2015). It is the audience's perception of whether something is a
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glitch that matters. In SeventyEight, a 2D platformer about labour
and the perception of women in the workplace, the player controls a
woman who cannot seem to please the system. There are a number of
unseen programmatic rules: phantom key presses trigger at random,
causing the avatar to jump or walk without player input, and
platforms lose their collision detection boxes, causing the avatar to fall
(Cole, Marcotte & Obin 2014). For myself and my fellow designers of
SeventyEight, these were deliberate choices meant to make the
game feel systemically unfair, procedurally representing the invisible
forces of systemic oppression in the workplace. Although this runs
counter to the reflective design pattern of “clarity over stealth"
(Khaled 2018), our intent was to cause players to wonder whether the
system was against them or if their own performance was inadequate,
a reference to the gaslighting that marginalized people might
experience in the workplace.

In Robert Yang’s Hurt Me Plenty, the player takes on the role of a
dominant negotiating boundaries with a partner who they are about to
spank (2014a). The festival version of Hurt Me Plenty often makes use
of the Leap Motion controller, which can register the speed and
movement of a person’s hand in the air. This finicky controller does
not always work well, meaning that players may not have quite the
right technique, and might accidentally flick their wrists too hard, or
overaccentuate their next motions in their frustration. This can lead
to the player violating their partner’s boundaries, and the game can
lock the player out for hours at a time, potentially days, depending
how seriously boundaries have been violated. This denial powerfully
promotes the principle of “disruption over comfort” (Khaled 2018).
Players are used to being catered to and to being in control: being
able to reload, reset and try again with few consequences. The
possibility of glitches in technology can be usefully integrated into our
toolkit for queering control and controllers, as glitches create
emergent possibility spaces from errors. This technological failure
recalls Halberstam's thoughts on queer failure, in that failure can offer
creative and surprising ways of being in the world (2011).

 

3. Control Literacy

Control literacy is an important factor in a player's ability to easily
interact with a game. In the tradition of Gilster's Digital Literacy
(1997), I use the term "control literacy" to refer to the player’s ability
to pick up and use a given controller or any other set of learned
conventions for controlling a game. When it comes to game controls,
control literacy is often assumed. This literacy quickly becomes
invisible for those who have it. These design conventions make it
easier for those players who are familiar with them to gain
competencies more quickly than players who are not [2]. All forms of
literacy are learned skills. In reference to the Xbox 360 controller,
Anna Anthropy points out: "The amount of both manual dexterity and
gameplaying experience required ... makes play inaccessible to those
who aren’t already grounded in the technique of playing games."
(Anna Anthropy 2012, p. 15). Designers and those who are inculcated
with this literacy make many assumptions about these standard
control schemes. Designers rarely interrogate the status quo of
controllers. They thoughtlessly affirm that same status quo through
their design (Dunne & Raby 2013, Malpass 2017). The hegemonic
impact of such standardized controls has already been discussed at
length (Fron et. al 2007, p. 4, Boluk & LeMieux 2017, p. 36, Bagnall
2017, p. 140). As Shinkle notes, “such control systems demand their
own highlyspecific skillset”, which can be quite exclusionary (2008, p.
909).

One solution to the exclusionary impacts of complex, standardized
controls is to level the playing field by making an interface that no one
is familiar with but that is relatively easy to learn to use. This is
common with alternative controllers, and something that I frequently
make use of in my own design practice. A number of games that I
have designed or assisted with do so: In Tune (Cole, Marcotte & Miller
2014), We Are Fine, We'll Be Fine (Olou, Phillips & Pacampara 2015),
rustle your leaves to me softly (Marcotte & Squinkifer 2017), and The
Truly Terrific Traveling Troubleshooter (Marcotte & Squinkifer 2017)
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all take this approach to alternative controls, using fewer buttons and
the affordances of their interfaces and mechanics to create reflective
experiences. In the case of We Are Fine, We'll Be Fine, this takes the
form of players each being assigned a single button to press while
holding hands with one or more of the other players (Olou, Phillips &
Pacampara 2015). While perhaps not every game needs to remap its
controls in this way, it is worth considering who these defaults include
and exclude. Control, with these alternative interfaces, becomes about
what control can signify in a game, or what the method of control's
procedural rhetoric is trying to communicate.

 

4. Procedural Rhetoric

Procedural rhetoric is the idea that rules and processes have meaning
and ideologies embedded within them that can be learned and read by
an audience (Bogost 2007). Miguel Sicart argues that "proceduralists"
situate the meaning of a game wholly in "the formal properties of the
rules" and that this disregards the importance of play and players,
reducing their interpretive role to "actively complet[ing] the meaning
suggested and guided by the rules" (Sicart 2011). According to Sicart:

Proceduralists believe that those behaviours can be
predicted, even contained, by the rules, and therefore
the meaning of the game, and of play, evolves from the
way the game has been created and not how it is
played; not to mention when and where it is played,
and by whom. (2011)

Sicart's assessment of procedural rhetoric suggests a false dichotomy.
As structures that facilitate play and encourage certain actions over
others, the rules of a game cannot help but contain arguments. Such
arguments are contextuallydependent, and may be interpreted
differently depending on who is playing (see: Treanor & Mateas
2013). The rules of a game provide a frame upon which the player
can reflect through play, but emergent and houseruled play is
common. Ambiguity and multiplicity of interpretation, as the critical
design practices literature tells us, is not only a likely outcome of
design. Ambiguity can indeed be a desirable outcome, one that
provides additional nuance and depth for our designs (Gaver, Beaver,
& Benford 2003, Sengers & Gaver 2006). Something that becomes
abundantly clear when we extend this discussion to the design of
physical objects and spaces is that design always supports or critiques
the status quo (Dunne & Raby 2013). How we design spaces and
objects reflects who we expect to be using them, and therefore, who
it is for and whom it excludes (Boluk & LeMieux 2017, p. 3536). It is
possible to say that there is rhetoric and meaning within rules without
saying that rules are the only site of meaning. Designers also
unconsciously or consciously reveal their own biases through their
designs. Designers interested in queering the hegemonic status quo of
games should be careful not to reinforce existing problematic
structures.

In the standard procedural rhetoric of most game controls, the
relationship between the player and power usually remains
uninterrogated. Players are given a great deal of power. The average
game tells us we can run without getting tired, that we can leap high
into the air, executing identical jumps each time, and that we will
have no trouble activating complex machines at the push of a button
or two. To quote Mattie Brice, “Gamers are set up to be colonial
forces. [Playing video games is] about individuality, conquering, and
solving. Feeling empowered and free at the expense of the world”
(2016). Players are used to having maximum agency and power
within the rules of most video games.
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Figure 1: The We Are Fine, We'll Be Fine gameboard. Source: TAG
Research Lab

 

We Are Fine, We'll Be Fine offers an example of queer, alternative
control that makes space for reflection by through the rhetoric of its
controls (Olou, Phillips & Pacampara 2015). The game resists
providing players with traditional agency and power by limiting what
actions it is possible to take within the bounds of its rules. Featuring a
finelycrafted wooden game board, the play session is set up like a
ritual or séance. When players touch each other’s hands in different
combinations with the game board, audio clips play. The audio is
made up of interviews with marginalized people who tell stories about
their experiences. The game reorients player agency by limiting the
player’s options for interaction to activating the game board, holding
each other’s hands, and listening. Players cannot fix the situations
they hear about or make contributions to the game's archive. Their
only option is to listen and to hold onto each other, or cease playing.
In normative design traditions, the designers might have been
tempted to encourage players to take action in some way or to work
on solutions, but this is a game about listening. Resisting the urge to
design a solvable problem and to give the players more agency
disrupts normative play (and the comfort that comes with that),
privileging shared experience, reflection and the stories of the
marginalized people over all else. The physical aesthetics of the
round, laserengraved, wooden board encourage this moment of
reflection, which brings us to the importance of materiality and
embodiment.

 

5. Materiality and Embodiment

Standard, massproduced game controls are objects of plastic, rubber
and metal, with electronic circuitry inside. The material differences
between most controllers are so slight that some writers wax poetic
about differences in plastic and their subtle impact on factors like
game feel. Swink writes, "The white plastic that houses my Xbox 360
controller has a smooth, pleasingly porous feel. It’s almost like skin"
(Swink, 2009, p. 117). Game controllers share many physical familial
resemblances from one to the next, with relatively little variation in
the past few generations of consoles (though there are notable
exceptions that we have already discussed) [3]. Similarly, most mass
produced game controls target the same body parts and senses: the
eyes, the ears, and the hands. It is clear that for accessibility reasons,
controls must engage with bodies in alternative ways. However, there
are other reasons that designers and players might want to extend
their modes of play beyond those parts of their body and beyond the
standard materials of the average controller. If Swink can tell the
difference between his Xbox 360 controller's pleasingly porous plastic
and the plastic of a Wiimote or PlayStation controller and recognize
that there is an impact on game feel that stems from it (2009, p.
117), then we have an opportunity to impact game feel and play by
bringing in new materials and new ways to use our bodies in video
games. Since we can alter and augment our analog experiences of
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play through the use of technology, we can and should think about
what games can do if we take materiality and embodiment under
serious consideration.

There are many material choices within the realm of possibility for
alternative controllers that are unlikely to be massproduced in the
foreseeable future. Alternative materials, especially ones that are too
impractical to fulfill the requirements for monetary exploitation, can
create fascinating opportunities for reflection. Consider two examples
from my own design practice, The Truly Terrific Traveling
Troubleshooter (Marcotte & Squinkifer 2017b), which makes use of
handcrafted fabric objects, and rustle your leaves to me softly, which
makes use of living nonhuman entities (Marcotte & Squinkifer 2017a)

 

Figure 2: Handmade textile objects embroidered with conductive
thread inside the SUITCASE for The Truly Terrific Traveling
Troubleshooter. Source: Mattias Graham.

 

The Truly Terrific Traveling Troubleshooter is a radicallysoft game
about emotional labor and otherness that fits entirely inside of a
carryon suitcase. Assisted by the Troubleshooter’s toolkit, the
SUITCASE (Suitcase Unit Intended to Cure All Sorts of Emotions), the
players work together to find a solution to a previouslyestablished
problem by following a series of steps for active listening and
problemsolving. The “buttons” in this game are handcrafted objects
which were crocheted or sewn and then embroidered with conductive
thread. Their soft, yielding tactility was important to our design,
suggesting a vulnerability and an openness that contrasts with the
hard shell of the suitcase that houses them. There are nine objects: a
fish, a beaker, a scroll, a lizard, an eyeball, an ear, a heart, teeth, and
a plant. A tablecloth, embroidered with the game's grounds, serves as
a kind of portable stage, a physical boundary between the "real" world
and the fiction of the game. This boundary is an entry point into a
speculative possibility space: a queer, intersectional feminist world
where emotional labor is valued and technology is soft and used for
care. When “consulted,” the nine objects play from a selection of
objectspecific statements without perfectly defined meaning, which
are then meant to be interpreted and serve as inspiration for resolving
the customer’s trouble. This is in line with reflective game design
concept of “questions over answers” and the previously discussed
importance of ambiguity as a resource for design (Khaled 2018).
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Figure 3: A plant partner, peperomia obtusifolia variegata, being
stroked gently as part of play in rustle your leaves to me softly.
Source: TAG Research Lab.

 

In rustle your leaves to me softly: an ASMR plant dating simulator,
players form a relationship with one or more plants by touching and
stroking them and listening to the ASMR (autonomous sensory
meridian response) soundscape feedback that their actions generate
(Marcotte & Squinkifer 2017a). This game is deeply physical and
embodied. The physical properties of the humanplant relationship are
not deliberately engineered, and form the unique character of the
relationship between each plant and human. The feeling of being
connected to another living creature, even if it is mediated, is sincere.
Within the fiction of the game, the plants enjoy this relationship. In
reality, neither the player nor the designers can access the
consciousness of these plants to determine whether or not they enjoy
being touched, although there is growing attention to the science of
plants, their sensory organs, and how they communicate with and
experience the world (Gabbatiss 2017). Still other research talks
about how some plants may benefit from or “enjoy” being touched,
while others are harmed by it (Dye n.d.). The stroking interaction,
which feels so qualitatively different from pressing a button, queers
control by asking players to ponder impact of their actions on a
normally tacit nonhuman entity, and consider what its consciousness
might be like.

This planthuman relationship and the use of intimate touching as a
control for the game stand in stark contrast to hegemonic,
heteronormative play, and in the sense that it is nonheteronormative
and crossspecies, is queer, reorienting player desire (after Ahmed
[2006]). In a vital materialist tradition, this game highlights the
intimate, sensual possibilities that might exist between humans and
nonhumans, whether those are other living organisms or what
normative political ecologies would consider inanimate objects or
"things" (Bennett 2010, Haraway 2008). Plant metaphors (root, stem,
bud, flower, etc.) are deeply embedded into romantic poetry
traditions, and words that are perhaps innocent when they refer to
plants become sensual, even erotic, within the game's whispered
ASMR soundscape. Leveraging the intimacy thereby created connects
players to each other and to other organisms rather than isolating
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them within a virtual reality headset or engulfing them in what
Schrank would call the subjugation of the flow channel (2014),
thereby privileging “reflection over immersion” (Khaled 2018).

Conclusion

The examples discussed in relation to these five aspects of control
reorient the hegemonic status quo of control in videogames. After
Ahmed (2006, p.161), I take "queering" in its verb form to mean
reorienting, redirecting, deviating from and causing to deviate,
altering the established heterosexist hegemony that has such a strong
hold on mainstream games. These acts of queering are made visible
through reflection on the part of players and designers. Reflection can
be encouraged through the use of explicitly reflective game design
patterns. The examples that I have discussed which show their queer
orientation most clearly are those which follow one or more reflective
game design patterns.

While not all alternative controllers are queer, most of the hegemonic
status quo in videogames is heteronormative and heterosexist, which
is why operationalizing queer theory, queer game studies, and the
work of queer creators is necessary. Common control schemes
prioritize smooth, seamless experiences that are designed to be self
effacing and encourage subjugation into the flow state. These norms
within game design best practices tacitly support other hegemonic
practices. I propose that we can and should create gameplay
experiences by taking players out of the flow state and away from
seamless, invisible experience. Let the game be slow. Let players be
bored, or frustrated, or, with their informed consent, any number of
the other emotions that are part of the spectrum of human experience
beyond the limited set that flow and industry best practices
encourage. As Bo Ruberg suggests, let the game be "no fun" (2015).
Let them remember that they have bodies, and encourage them to
think about that embodiment. Let them interact with something other
than plastic. By queering (reorienting, redirecting, deviating from and
causing to deviate) and questioning hegemonic practices related to
control and controllers, and by implementing reflective design
patterns to help both designers and players consider this queerness,
we expand the definitions of what is possible not only for ourselves as
designers but also for players and for those who are not yet players.
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[1] May 2018 saw the official announcement of Xbox's accessible
game controller, the Xbox Adaptive Controller, designed in partnership
with organizations that provide support to disabled gamers, and
supporting a fair number of peripherals and accessories (Spencer
2018). This announcement comes after many years of organizations
(such as Able Gamers) and gamers crafting the custom, hacked
solutions that Boluk and LeMieux describe (2017, p.35. The existence
of alternative controllers geared at making gaming accessible,
designed by disabled gamers and their support networks, has made
such an eventuality possible.

[2] For a detailed analysis of some standard game inputs, see Chapter
6 of Steve Swink’s Game Feel (2009).

[3]Nova and Bolli discuss the historical evolution of controllers in
Joypads! (2014)
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Queer Indie Video Games as an 
Alternative Digital Humanities: 
Counterstrategies for Cultural Critique 
through Interactive Media

Bonnie Ruberg

Starting in 2012, with the inception and subsequent expansion of what 
has been termed the “queer games scene,” the North American video 
games landscape has seen a rising tide of experimental, small-scale, 

independently developed digital queer games.1 These games can be called 
“queer” either because they explicitly reflect the experiences of LGBTQ people, 
because the designers and other artists who created them themselves identify 
as queer, or, most often, both. Despite the fact that mainstream video games 
and the cultures that surround them are still notoriously hostile toward those 
perceived as “different,” these queer indie games and the artists who develop 
them are pushing the medium toward greater inclusivity—whether through 
increased LGBTQ representation or an expanded engagement with queerness 
in conceptual, political, affective, and nonrepresentational modes.2 In this way, 
these game makers are bringing to fruition what Anna Anthropy presciently 
described as a growing movement of video game “zinesters,” interactive me-
dia artists operating outside traditional game production structures who are 
creating often deeply personal work that resists the norms of the medium.3 
Simultaneously, these games are also reimagining video game development 
itself as a tool for exploring identity, performing cultural critique, and enacting 
distinctly queer ways of making meaning from the world.

I argue that the development of these games can be considered a form of 
digital humanities practice—or, more precisely, that one of many generative 
ways to understand the rich, varied, and increasingly vast network of queer indie 
games being produced in North America today is through the frameworks of 
the digital humanities. I also argue that thinking about queer indie games in 
the context of the digital humanities, and specifically the digital humanities 
as it has been explored within American studies, has the potential to produc-
tively nuance and extend current debates around issues of identity, diversity, 
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and representation as they intersect with digitally mediated scholarship. In a 
variety of ways explored below, these queer indie games both resonate with 
and suggest new, expanded directions for thinking about queer and otherwise 
marginalized perspectives within the digital humanities. The sample of games 
considered here, for instance, takes up issues of algorithms, systems, and abstrac-
tion and repositions them within distinctly queer frameworks. Lastly, I argue 
that queer indie game making makes manifest a mode of digital humanities 
praxis founded in social justice that a number of American studies scholars have 
proposed in more polemical, speculative, and theoretical modes, but which has 
less commonly come to fruition in the actual production of digital humanities 
projects. “We need a digital humanities that will center on the intersection 
of digital production and social transformation through research, pedagogy, 
and activism, and that will not be restricted to institutional academic spaces,” 
write Moya Bailey, Anne Cong-Huyen, Alexis Lothian, and Amanda Phillips 
in their 2016 reflection on the hashtag and related work of #transformDH.4 
This is precisely the type of digital humanities praxis that is represented in 
contemporary queer indie game making.

As a form of digital humanities praxis, queer indie game making represents 
an alternative vision of the digital humanities (i.e., alternative to the dominant 
norms of the discipline, as well as alternative to larger societal standards of 
heteronormativity), one that embraces rather than eschews the cultural, po-
litical, and personal implications of making meaning through computational 
media. In this way, it demonstrates powerful counterstrategies for doing the 
work of DH. These strategies can be seen to answer calls from many Ameri-
can studies scholars in recent years for an approach to the digital humanities 
that does not look simply like “traditional scholarship with a digital hand,” 
in Dorothy Kim and Jesse Stommel’s words, and that does not shy away from 
a “critical analysis of its own embedded practices in relation to issues around  
. . . race, gender, disability, and global praxis.”5 Queer indie game making offers 
us one possible route for imagining a digital humanities that brings to life the 
potential to enact critique that is at once transformative and transformed, to 
borrow terms from Lothian and Phillips.6 The present essay is not the first to 
argue for thinking about video game development as a form of digital humani-
ties scholarship (as Patrick Jagoda, Anastasia Salter, and Bridget Blodgett have 
done), or to combine game making with queer perspectives within the realm of 
the digital humanities (as in both the scholarship and media making of micha 
cárdenas).7 Nor is it alone in taking an interest in the conceptual implications 
of contemporary queer indie games; indeed, this work emerges from the grow-
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ing paradigm of queer game studies, an active network that includes many 
scholars who are writing about queer indie games or who design queer indie 
games themselves.8 The intervention that I am staging here is based, rather, in 
proposing queer indie games specifically as a form of digital humanities and 
American studies scholarship, and indeed in arguing that these particular games 
and their creators model counterstrategies for cultural critique that can point us 
toward an alternative vision of the digital humanities that is political, personal, 
playful, and deeply queer—one that operates as much in practice as in theory.

The Digital Humanities and Queer Video Games:  
Contexts, Definitions, Stakes

To explore and interrogate the counterstrategies that queer indie game making 
brings to DH, this essay looks to the work of three designers of contemporary 
queer indie games: Aevee Bee, Nicky Case, and Andi McClure. I have chosen 
to focus on Bee, Case, and McClure because the differences in their work 
speak to the wide range of queer indie game making that is taking place today. 
In addition to discussing their games, I also draw from individual, long-form 
interviews that I conducted with these game makers during the spring of 2017. 
These interviews were conducted as part of a larger oral history project that 
brings together the voices of twenty-five queer indie game makers to explore 
the personal histories, artistic influences, and often radical politics behind these 
increasingly influential games.9 The oral history project aims to foreground 
the narratives that these game makers tell about their own work rather than 
the (often instrumentalizing and reductive) narratives told by the mainstream 
games industry and straight players. In this way, the project is structured not 
as academic analysis per se but as a “collaborative construction,” much as 
Bailey describes in her work with black trans women in social media spaces.10

All of these artists in what I describe as the “queer games avant-garde,” and 
many more who did not participate in the oral history, could be seen as digital 
humanists in their own right. The digital humanities has long been invested in 
critical making, and queer indie game making could certainly be understood 
as a form of maker praxis. What is more, it quickly becomes apparent in these 
interviews that, while the game makers I spoke with did not use the term digital 
humanities, they already see themselves as hybrid digital makers and cultural 
critics; rigorous, intellectual—if not strictly academic—engagement through 
interactive media is one of their explicit aims in creating queer video games. 
As Jagoda writes of digital humanists, “Building, for these scholars, is not an 
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alternative to critique or an activity that is either distinct from or subordinate 
to thinking. Making . . . makes possible the process of developing, testing, 
and transforming concepts.”11 This is very much true in the work of queer 
indie game makers. 

To argue for queer indie video game making as a critically engaged digital 
humanities practice first requires a definition of the digital humanities. How-
ever, even from this basic starting point, the tensions inherent in this work 
begin to reveal themselves. There is no single, static definition of DH, yet pro-
ceeding without such a definition would enact a kind of gatekeeping, inviting 
only those already familiar with the standards and debates that surround the 
ontologies of DH into this discussion of queer video games.12 This would be 
counterproductive, since one aim of this work is to expand and diversify the 
network of stakeholders invested in the digital humanities. However, much 
like defining a video game, the task of defining DH is, at best, challenging; it 
represents territory that is at once (perhaps too) well trodden and simultane-
ously underinterrogated.13 When it comes to establishing the parameters of 
what does or does not “count” as DH, the ontological is inextricable from the 
cultural. In the history of the digital humanities as a discipline, drawing the line 
between what is “out” and what is “in” has often been a tool for maintaining 
hegemonic norms of privilege, as John Martin and Carolyn Runyon address 
in their essay “Digital Humanities, Digital Hegemony.”14 Wherever those 
boundaries are drawn, they tell an exclusionary narrative about whose work 
does and does not constitute “legitimate” DH scholarship. I place the word 
legitimate in quotes because, as Jamie “Skye” Bianco has argued, it is crucial 
to remain skeptical and self-critical of the structures of legitimization within 
DH.15 Traditionally, the work that has been deemed most definitively digital 
humanities is that which is also least critical of the status quo, whether that 
status quo be cultural or intellectual, whereas the work most often deemed 
questionable or simply not-DH has been the most expressive in its form, radical 
in its politics, and explicit in its investment in the work and lives of women, 
queer people, people of color, and other marginalized subjects. To replicate 
that oppression within an argument for the value of considering queer game 
making as a form of digital humanities work would defeat the basic purpose 
of such an argument.

Therefore, rather than operate from a prescriptive definition of the digital 
humanities, I am building here from a looser but, I believe, more productive 
understanding of DH as a constellation of existing work (and potential future 
work) grouped around a shared interest in the place where culture meets the 
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digital. This work may use digital tools to augment the work of the humani-
ties or use humanities frameworks to enrich the study of the digital. Digital 
humanities work is what brings together the digital and the human in order to 
understand one, the other, or both in new ways. In this sense, DH describes 
a set of meaning-making practices in which culture and its products stand 
in intimate relation to technology. An advantage to conceptualizing DH as 
an extended constellation is that this image makes clear that there is no hard 
boundary at the edges of DH. Rather, by looking at the stars in the night 
sky of DH from different angles and with different patterns in mind, one 
can welcome additional points into the constellation; this is another way of 
saying—and indeed embracing—the notion of a digital humanities that, in 
Bianco’s words, “is not one.”16 The downside and the upside of this approach 
to DH are the same: that by being broad, inclusive, permeable, and open to 
interpretation, the parameters of the digital humanities become potentially 
endless and intentionally unclear.

To conceptualize queer video game making as a digital humanities practice 
is to do far more than argue for the reclassification or academic legitimization 
of queer games and their creators. This reconceptualization fundamentally 
shifts the narrative about queer indie game makers, presenting them not just 
as designers of interactive media but also as critically engaged thinkers who 
perform their own genre of cultural studies, queer studies, and often American 
studies scholarship. At the same time, by modeling a form of digital humani-
ties praxis that is fundamentally concerned with the experiences of marginal-
ized subjects, bringing queer indie games under the umbrella of the digital 
humanities valuably contributes to larger discussions about the presence of 
diverse perspectives and methodologies within DH. Though a number of DH 
scholars—Kara Keeling, Fiona Barnett, Zach Blas, and Jacob Gaboury notable 
among them—have worked to explore the intersection of queer studies and 
the digital humanities, queerness is still a contested site within DH (much like 
in video games), as is the place of other marginalized peoples and experiences. 
Many feminist scholars and scholars of critical race studies have compellingly 
articulated how the digital humanities as a discipline has sidelined research 
both about and by women, people of color, indigenous people, and people with 
disabilities. As Tara McPherson writes in “Why Are the Digital Humanities 
So White?,” often the frameworks that characterize other areas of contempo-
rary American studies scholarship, such as critical thinking around race and 
gender, have remained absent from more technical, tool-oriented discussions 
of humanities computing.17 Describing the digital humanities and potential 
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strategies for change, Bailey writes, “Those already marginalized in society 
and the academy can also find themselves in the liminal spaces of this field. 
By centering the lives of women, people of color, and disabled folks, the types 
of possible conversations in digital humanities shift.”18 This is one of the key 
goals of arguing for queer indie gamemaking as a form of digital humanities 
scholarship: to recenter the lives of queer folks and the works that they create 
within a field that often continues to marginalize LGBTQ perspectives.

Queer Indie Video Games as an Alternative Digital Humanities

Who are the artists who are creating contemporary queer indie video games? 
Though only a handful of these games makers, such as Anthropy and Mat-
tie Brice, are well known outside games culture, there are dozens of active or 
recently active artists who have created and released professional work in this 
area. A notable portion of these game makers are transgender, with a particularly 
strong representation of trans women. Though the majority of contributors 
to the queer games avant-garde are white, many are people of color, and they 
come from a variety of educational and socioeconomic backgrounds. They 
often use what are generally described as accessible game-making tools to cre-
ate their video games, such as Twine or Game-Maker: development platforms 
that allow individual game makers or small groups of collaborators to create 
games without larger teams or considerable resources. Though some queer 
indie game makers live outside North America, it is fitting to think of the 
queer games avant-garde specifically in the context of American studies. The 
majority of this work comes from the United States (or Canada), and much 
of it is in direct dialogue with American culture and American politics. At 
the beginnings of what some have called the “queer games scene,” many of 
these game makers were based in and around Oakland, California—though, 
because of the rising cost of living, most have left the Bay Area. Today, as more 
and more artists enter into the work of queer indie game making, there are 
thriving queer games communities in New York, Seattle, Portland, Chicago, 
and Boston. In our discussions, even those queer game makers living abroad 
reported seeing their work as a direct response to the current political and 
cultural landscape of America.

Queer indie game making also emerges out of specific contexts in the video 
games industry and games culture. On the one hand, video games have a long 
history of underrepresenting and misrepresenting marginalized people. Today, 
reactionary forces from within games culture have made the contemporary 
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video games landscape a notably hostile and even dangerous place. In 2014 the 
large-scale harassment campaign #GamerGate began targeting feminist game 
makers and cultural commentators, labeling them “social justice warriors” 
and making them the objects of vicious online attacks. On the opposite side 
of the equation, the work of the queer games avant-garde is part of a larger 
movement toward greater LGBTQ inclusivity in video games—a movement 
that combines creative work, academic study, and community engagement. 
The newly formed and fast-growing field of queer games studies, mentioned 
above, is becoming an important facet of contemporary video games research. 
Community-oriented events like GaymerX, Different Games, and the Queer-
ness and Games conference are creating inclusive spaces for queer players. In-
creasingly, large-scale corporations like Microsoft and Intel are bolstering their 
public efforts to support diversity. These factors, both negative and positive (and 
at times somewhere in between), form the backdrop for queer game making 
in the contemporary video game landscape from which this practice emerges.

It is particularly important to note that queer indie game making does not 
only exist alongside the academic study of queerness and games. These game 
makers are themselves engaged in rigorous critical “scholarship,” loosely defined, 
through their video games. Their work reflects a hybrid methodology of digital 
making and critical approaches to culture. This is a key way in which the work 
of the queer games avant-garde can be seen as a form of digital humanities 
practice. Though these queer games often do not resemble traditional digital 
humanities projects, they too explore the intersection of the digital and the 
human. Indeed, they do this in ways that bring together what have been com-
monly seen as opposing modes of digital humanities scholarship. Queer indie 
games, such as the examples I discuss below, approach humanistic inquiry 
through digital tools (e.g., using video games to interrogate the place of queer 
subjects in American culture); they also reconsider digital media through a 
humanistic lens (e.g., bringing queer and intersectional perspectives to video 
games in order to interrogate the politics of the medium). Though each of 
these artists enacts this hybrid creative-critical work in unique ways, the spirit 
of cultural critique runs throughout their work. At the same time, queer indie 
game making as a form of DH looks very different than the majority of digital 
humanities projects that have come before it. In this sense, the vision of the 
digital humanities that can be found in these works is an alternative digital 
humanities, one that suggests new strategies for making meaning through 
and from interactive digital tools. In the sections that follow, I introduce the 
work of Bee, Case, and McClure. For each, I offer a brief overview of their 
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work, highlight excerpts from interviews that demonstrate how their work 
interfaces with important discussions in the digital humanities, and explore 
the counterstrategies for the work of DH that their games inspire.

Aevee Bee: Cultural Studies, Queer Stories, and the Rejection of 
Objective Truth

Bee is a game designer and writer best known for her 2015 game We Know 
the Devil (fig. 1). Created in collaboration with the visual artist Mia Schwartz, 
We Know the Devil brings together the established game genres of dating sims, 
visual novels, and survival horror to tell a story about three queer teens at a 
Christian summer camp. In promotional material, Bee describes the game as a 
“surreal . . . dystopia . . . about everyone who made you cry at summer camp . . .  
and . . . about being weird and queer and wrong.”19 Bee herself grew up in 
a religiously conservative environment in the American Midwest, and in our 
interview she explained that her own experiences as a queer, trans teenager 
trying to figure out her place in the world inspired the game. Bee’s primary 
creative passion is writing; she holds an MFA in creative writing, has a day job 
in an academic institution where she focuses on student writing, and worked 
as a video game journalist for years before she made her first video game. This 
background shows in the emphasis on text throughout the game, which al-
lows Bee to present the strange, emotionally charged coming-of-age tale that 
sits at the center of We Know the Devil through the voices of her young, queer 
protagonists.

Though Bee’s game may not, at first glance, resemble traditional digital 
humanities scholarship, Bee herself has many traits that qualify her as a digital 
humanist, and specifically one with experience in the field of American studies. 
In addition to making video games, Bee writes extensively about video game 
culture for online publications. In turn, Bee’s cultural critique informs and 
shapes her game making, which highlights the hybrid creative-critical nature 
of her work. When asked about her intended audience and how her games 
have been received by heteronormative players, she responds, “I’m not trying 
to make games for straight people. At some point, I had the revelation that I 
didn’t need to make work that was accessible for as wide an audience as pos-
sible. . . . That was informed by my journalism around [the large-scale online 
harassment campaign] #GamerGate, because I was like, ‘Why are we making 
stuff for these people who . . . are actively trying to attack us for doing this 
sort of work?” This insight—that digital media about queer experiences can be 
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made for queer people rather than 
for the mainstream—is expressed 
in the “surrealism” and irreverence 

of Bee’s games. Additionally, literature has long been a focus for the digital 
humanities, and Bee describes how her approach to video game criticism is 
fundamentally literary in nature. Yet she also challenges the way that literary 
references are used as marks of “seriousness” in games, calling on other game 
makers to look beyond literature as a way to establish the intellectual value 
of exploring culture through video games. For this reason, Bee can be seen 
not only as a digital humanist but also specifically as a critical thinker who is 
interested in questioning the standards of how legitimacy has been signaled 
within works of interactive media.

The alternative vision of the digital humanities that Bee’s work offers is one 
that rejects notions of mimesis and objective truth. She describes We Know 
the Devil as “super autobiographical,” but also explains her resistance toward 
the pressure that mainstream culture places on queer artists to create confes-
sional work for straight consumption. Rather than use video games to tell her 
own story as it “really” happened, Bee springboards from her lived experience 
but offers players the opportunity, through branching narrative choices, to 
take different paths and achieve alternate endings. This, says Bee, interrupts 
the narrative of queer games as opportunities for empathy and instead allows 
queer subjects themselves to unpack, reimagine, and assert agency over their 

Figure 1.
Aevee Bee and Mia Schwartz, We Know the Devil (2015)
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own queer histories. Pointing to the power of video games to allow players to 
make choices through interactivity, Bee describes her game this way: “Here’s a 
thing that brings you in and allows you to both experience queer suffering but 
also to escape from it. In making a game like that, you can control and process 
your personal truth rather than just reproducing it.” As a form of DH, Bee’s 
work prompts other digital humanists to question the foundational logic that 
dictates that the job of interactive digital scholarship is to make more widely 
accessible representations of life and culture as it is. Instead, interactive tools 
have the potential to allow users to explore alternative ways of being and to 
purposefully complicate rather than distribute representations of marginalized 
people’s lives.

Bee’s work can also be seen as embodying and extending conceptual notions 
of queer technology, such as those discussed by scholars like Keeling in her es-
say “Queer OS” and Barnett, Blas, cárdenas, Gaboury, Jessica Marie Johnson, 
and Margaret Rhee in their companion piece, “QueerOS: A User’s Manual.” 
Keeling, in describing her vision of a queer “social operating system,” writes 
that “Queer OS names a way of thinking and acting with, about, through, 
among, and at times even in spite of new media technologies. . . . Because 
Queer OS ideally functions to transform material relations, it is at odds with 
the logics embedded in . . . operating systems . . . [seeking] to undermine the 
relationships secured through those logics.”20 A game like We Know the Devil 
similarly operates both as an expression of and in resistance to the logics of 
new media technologies, in particular the established computational logics of 
video games. On the one hand, Bee’s game is built around interactive elements 
taken from established game genres; on the other hand, it refuses to allow these 
interactive elements to resolve into traditional win-states, lose-states, or even 
states of understanding. In response to Keeling’s “Queer OS,” Barnett et al.’s 
“QueerOS: A User’s Manual” offers “a speculative proposition for a technical 
project that does not yet exist and may never come to exist,” one that responds 
with skepticism “to the requirement that the digital humanities create working 
technologies” by proposing “theoretical vaporware” and “ephemeral praxis.”21 
Yet work like Bee’s, along with many other examples of contemporary queer 
indie game making, takes the challenge of Keeling’s Queer OS in a different 
direction, creating “real,” working media objects that nonetheless embody 
expressions of queerness through technology. Such games suggest that a queer 
digital humanities need not necessarily remain theoretical and speculative. 
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Nicky Case: Playable Social Systems and Queer Studies as 
Embodied Knowledge

Case is a game designer, computer programmer, and creator of what Case calls 
“explorable explanations.” Queerness manifests in Case’s work in a variety of 
ways. Their first game, Coming Out Simulator (2014), is about coming out as 
queer to one’s family and the difficult decisions queer individuals must make 
about whom to tell, what to tell, and when to lie about their identity. More 
recently, Case has worked on hybrid game-web-interface experiences that invite 
users to play with interactive tools to explore complicated social systems. The 
best-known of these is Parable of the Polygons (fig. 2), made in collaboration 
with Vi Hart. Like a number of queer game makers, Case is a sharp, deep 
thinker who did not complete undergraduate school. After spending time in 
the games industry as an intern at Electronic Arts during college, they decided 
not to finish their degree. Case is following a different financial model than 
Bee in order to fund the work of making queer games. Having left a full-time 
job at a start-up, they are now supported largely by their Patreon account, a 
common if unreliable strategy for queer game makers whose work is innova-
tive but rarely lucrative.

Case can be seen as a digital humanist in that they are deeply invested in 
systems. As Jagoda writes, “Digital games represent a unique form around which 
to organize transdisciplinary thought . . . [because] they spur decision-making, 
enable roleplaying, teach procedural knowledge, and enable users to inhabit 
complex systems.”22 Game scholars often talk about video games as systems, 
but Case’s work explicitly links this understanding of games to a broader 
understanding of cultural systems. Parable of the Polygons and Case’s other ex-
plorable explanations use interactive tools to illustrate how cultural biases can 
lead to discriminatory attitudes with wide-reaching impacts on society. These 
interactive tools are developed in conjunction with extensive research and in 
this sense can be identified as scholarly work. Much like a traditional digital 
humanities project, the game-like experiences that Case designs combine text 
with dynamic digital elements; their purpose is didactic, and Case’s web-based 
explorables are already being used in classrooms to teach undergraduates about 
unintentional, self-perpetuating cultural bias. Explains Case, “One thing that 
[games] are uniquely suited for is explaining social and political systems. I’m 
really interested in turning real-world systems into playable systems, especially 
the systems that lead to nationalism and the cultural polarization. . . . When 
things get bad, people blame scapegoats, usually a minority group. If people 
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could really see the system though, they would 
understand that those people aren’t their en-
emy.” What makes Case’s approach to systems 
unique is that they are invested both in using 

systems as intellectual tools and in critiquing systems themselves. This makes 
Case, like Bee, a critically engaged digital humanist—even as they operate 
from outside the confines and structures of academe.

The alternative vision of the digital humanities found in Case’s game mak-
ing is not only critically engaged, however; it is also deeply embodied. While 
Case’s interests are intellectual, they do not have training as an academic in 
cultural studies or queer studies. Fittingly, Case describes their own knowledge 
in these areas in ways that highlight the importance of learning that emerges 
from lived experience and from the queer body, rather than learning imparted 
by traditional institutional structures. When I asked Case, in the concluding 
moments of our interview, whether they saw their explorable explanations 
as queer in a conceptual sense (since these works do not focus explicitly on 
LGBTQ issues), they responded, “I am a queer person and that influences ev-

Figure 2.
Nicky Case and Vi Hart, Parable of the  
Polygons (2014)
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erything I make. Really though, I should be asking you that question. Do you 
see them as queer? You’re more familiar with queer theory than I am. I’m just a 
self-taught queer.” It would be possible to interpret this response as dismissive, 
or perhaps as a sincere statement of not-knowing. I believe it reflects something 
far more powerful, however. Case refers to themselves as a “self-taught queer,” 
one whose knowledge of queerness as a way of being emerges from living life 
as a queer person, not from receiving instruction in queer studies. This is an 
important counterstrategy of the DH that is suggested by queer indie video 
games. Such a DH is equally rigorous and insightful as what takes place within 
the traditional boundaries of academe, yet it draws its critical lenses and its 
approaches to making meaning from the body and its desires rather than from 
officially sanctioned authorities of knowledge and cultural meaning.

Andi McClure: On Beautiful Algorithms and Making Meaning Messy

McClure is a game designer and visual artist whose best-known game is the 
2013 Become a Great Artist in Just 10 Seconds (fig. 3). Become a Great Artist in Just 
10 Seconds pushes the boundaries of what does or does not “count” as a game. 
In this work, the player is invited to scramble and remix computer graphics to 
rapidly create a new piece of original art. Like Bee, McClure engages in cultural 
criticism alongside her game making. Though McClure also keeps a blog where 
she writes critically engaged articles, her main locus of what might be called 
scholarship is Twitter. Twitter is actually a key site of critical discourse—and a 
key site of interpersonal connection—for many queer indie game makers. As 
mentioned, the three game makers discussed here bring queerness into their 
work in different ways. McClure’s work, in contrast to Bee’s and Case’s, rarely 
includes representations of human subjects. Instead, it engages with queerness 
on a more conceptual register, challenging heteronormative notions of aesthet-
ics and identity through disruptive play and abstraction.

McClure may seem the least likely of these three artists to be described as 
a digital humanist, but, in fact, her work has perhaps the most profound im-
plications for the ways that meaning is made through computational media. 
As a computer scientist with an interest in mathematics and physics, McClure 
and her work are deeply invested in algorithms. Algorithms are a common 
(and commonly criticized) feature of mainstream digital humanities projects, 
linking McClure’s work to traditional DH. However, McClure’s approach to 
algorithms and their meaning is distinctly different from that usually found 
in academic settings. Rather than instrumentalize algorithms in the search for 
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correct research findings or the optimiza-
tion of classification, McClure is inter-
ested in their aesthetics. She locates and 
celebrates beauty in the moments where 

computational systems break and where representational meaning gives way 
to chance. She explains her process this way: “Rather than having an end goal 
in mind, I start with some algorithm and I go, ‘Hey! I wonder what it would 
look like if I did this or that.’ Sometimes the result will look something like I 
expected, sometimes not. A lot of what I do is taking advantage of accidents. 
There will be a bug in something I’ve written and I’ll realize it’s much more 
interesting than what I was trying to do, and it will become the new focus of 
the piece.” Here, algorithms and bugs become creative collaborators rather 
than structuring logics. In this way, McClure’s work offers a vision of the 
algorithm as a critical tool that profoundly differs from current discussions 
around algorithms, search engines, and discrimination.

Figure 3.
Andi McClure and Michael Brough, Become a  
Great Artist in Just 10 Seconds (2013)
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A counterstrategy of the digital humanities envisioned through McClure’s 
work is that it intentionally makes meaning messy, which relates directly to 
the place of queerness in her games. “I’m a queer person in a non-queer soci-
ety and that shapes my values, which comes through in my work,” she says. 
“That shows in the way that I find beauty in messing something up or using 
something the wrong way.” Among others, Jen Jack Gieseking has articulated 
the connection between queerness and messiness. “What else is queering . . . 
but an engagement with mess?” Gieseking writes. “What other way is there to 
conceive of queer radicality but as a mess, a failure, a fissure in the neoliberal 
order that relies on productivity, normality, and visibility to determine which 
lives are deemed worthy?”23 Indeed, the notion of the mess offers a powerful 
counterpoint to the more traditional goals of the digital humanities to take 
large amounts of information, order them, and make them clean—that is, 
easily approachable and discernible. In McClure’s work, the messiness of 
queerness is pushed beyond the conceptual register, however, into the visual 
and the interactive. Messiness, glitch-iness, and other “failures” and “fissures” 
that resist “visibility,” to call back to Gieseking’s words, are themselves made 
hypervisible in a game like Become a Great Artist in Just 10 Seconds, which 
invites the player to transform traditionally representational artworks into 
queer, abstract messes. In this way, McClure pushes queer digital humanities 
thinking beyond acknowledging the value of messiness and toward messiness 
as its own goal. “Messing something up,” as opposed to cleaning it up (as in 
the case of cleaning up data), becomes the end product of making meaning.

Messiness and abstraction also express themselves in the way that McClure 
articulates her own embodied relationship to her work. When asked about her 
trans identity, McClure states her skepticism about identifying with specific 
identity markers, pushing instead for a looser and less formal taxonomy of 
desire and selfhood. She describes how, on occasions when she has tried to 
represent her own identity directly in her games, she has found these games 
to be creatively unsuccessful. This does not mean, however, that McClure’s 
identity is not present in her work. Rather, the presence of her identity chal-
lenges established notions of representation and brings into question what 
it means to add “diversity” to the digital humanities. McClure says, “Part of 
why I am drawn to abstraction is that it’s like an escape from my identity. As 
a trans person, my identity means, to some extent, that there are things about 
my physical, external self that I don’t like. . . . My body doesn’t necessarily 
feel like a great place to me. . . . Abstract art is a place where you don’t have 
to have a body. There’s something that feels really natural about just floating 
in those abstractions.”
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Counterstrategies for Cultural Critique through Interactive Media

From the description of these three game makers, their games, and their re-
flections on their own creative processes emerges a picture of the conceptual 
richness and creative variety that characterizes the work of the queer games 
avant-garde. As these interviews make clear, each of these artists—and many 
more who are working on queer indie games—could be considered to be engag-
ing in a kind of digital humanities practice. However, it is crucial to note that 
these games and their designers do not simply meet the criteria for inclusion 
in the digital humanities as it is commonly imagined today. Queer indie video 
games also model a set of alternative approaches to the digital humanities that 
resonate with calls for greater inclusivity of content and perspectives from the 
so-called margins of the field. Conceptualized through the framework of DH, 
these games have the potential to push the discipline in new directions by 
modeling counterstrategies for exploring and critiquing culture in conjunction 
with interactive digital media. These video games can be said to “count” as 
DH; however, importantly, they also break the standard molds of DH. They 
question, destabilize, and reimagine many of the methods and beliefs that have 
long characterized a large portion of digital humanities scholarship.

The alternative vision of the digital humanities suggested by queer indie 
video games sets itself apart from much (though certainly not all, as the 
examples given above demonstrate) existing DH work through several key 
characteristics. First, it is explicitly creative. The digital humanities of queer 
indie games enacts critique through artistic expression. Because its medium is 
video games, this expression is fundamentally playful. It is far from incidental 
that these critically engaged creators have chosen video games as their medium. 
Yet playfulness can also be found in the approaches and mind-sets of these 
queer game makers as well as in the medium of video games itself. Their work 
frequently plays with traditional game genres and player expectations. Through 
their work, these artists also invite those who experience their games to play 
with—and through play, interrogate, and reimagine—cultural expectations 
about issues like identity and agency. This emphasis on creativity and playful-
ness makes the counterstrategies of this alternative DH exuberant and also, 
notably, subjective. Each of these game makers interprets and represents queer 
experience in their own way, much like each of their players will have their 
own unique encounter with these games and their meanings. In this way, the 
work of the queer games avant-garde models a form of cultural critique that 
values rather than obfuscates the instability of meaning. It resists the notion 
that the ways of making sense of the world that are best suited to digital media 
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platforms are those that are data driven, large scale, or supposedly computa-
tionally objective, universal, disembodied, or apolitical.

A second key characteristic of the alternative digital humanities modeled 
by queer indie video games is that it is queer. That is, it embraces queerness 
as an ethos, as well as (sometimes) its representational subject matter. This 
queerness manifests in many ways. Some of these games, like Bee’s We Know 
the Devil or Case’s Coming Out Simulator, use digital tools to tell stories about 
queer people. However, it is equally common in the work of the queer games 
avant-garde to find games that embody queerness in more conceptual modes. 
Games like McClure’s Become a Great Artist in Just 10 Seconds, for instance, 
call to mind Jack Halberstam’s notion of the queer glitch as that which cre-
ates opportunities for queerness by “breaking” the machinery of the digital 
system.24 A game such as this complicates standard notions of representation, 
calling to mind discussions around the ethics and often unspoken biases of 
data visualization in the digital humanities (and beyond). There are no people 
displayed on-screen in McClure’s game, yet, as McClure herself explains above, 
it is precisely this abstraction that allows the game to embody the artist’s own 
transgender experience. The alternative DH suggested by the queer games 
avant-garde emerges from the lives of queer people, yet it also models how 
DH itself can be done queerly and how it can queer the hegemonic logics of 
the field. Whereas many traditional digital humanities projects present data 
sets and archives as if they offer their users access to an accurate, transparent 
knowability of their subject matter, work like Become a Great Artist offers an 
alternative vision of what is knowable through the digital—one that resists 
visibility, transparency, and (in this instance) the access of cisgender players 
to transgender experiences.

Another counterstrategy of this alternative digital humanities is that it op-
erates from a deep investment in the perspectives of marginalized subjects: queer 
people, trans people, and others who have traditionally been sidelined in both 
video games culture and the digital humanities. This form of DH is built from 
the ground up on a belief in social justice—rather than attempting to address 
the experiences of those who have traditionally been excluded using tools that 
were themselves designed through discriminatory practices. As a mode of digital 
humanities, and as a praxis more generally, queer indie game making is by 
nature political, and it recognizes itself as such; almost every queer game maker 
I interviewed used the word political to describe their work. Though queerness 
has been my focus in presenting the practices of these artists, the subject posi-
tions that these individuals represent and the critiques that they enact through 
their games are deeply intersectional. In these interviews, it quickly became 
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apparent that questions of queer lives and queer making are inextricable from 
experiences of race, socioeconomics, and mental health, among other factors. 
The prevalence of intersectionality in the queer games avant-garde can be seen, 
for example, in Case’s “explorable explanations,” which critique the biases that 
fuel discrimination of many kinds, including racism as well as homophobia. 
Case identifies as both queer and a person of color, and these interconnected 
identities manifest side by side in their work—as in Coming Out Simulator, 
where the experience of coming out as queer to one’s family intersects with a 
family’s experience as immigrants to North America from Asia. Intersectional-
ity is a key counterstrategy of this alternative digital humanities. These artists 
bring their whole selves to their work and represent selfhood, marginalization, 
and privilege as fundamentally interconnected, interactive systems.

Also among the traits that set this alternative digital humanities apart from 
DH as it has been most widely practiced is the way that it resists the ethos of 
the “big” (e.g., big data), on which many prominent digital humanities projects 
are founded, and instead embraces the value of what could be called the “small.” 
In using the term small, I do not mean to imply that the relevance or stakes of 
this work are limited in scope or niche. Much to the contrary, their implications 
and potential impact are wide reaching. Rather, by “small” I mean that they 
resist the logic of big archives and big institutions and instead value personal 
experiences. They create DH work that is specific, affective, and embodied; 
it exists at the level of the individual and springs from and in response to 
individual queer histories and queer desires. If big DH is digital humanities 
performed within the sizable structures of academic institutions, by groups 
composed of numerous collaborators, funded through an elaborate chain of 
resources, and invested in the preservation and presentation of large archives 
or otherwise momentous amounts of information, then small DH is DH that 
finds meaning in the tangible, emotional, and interpersonal details of lived 
experience rather than a belief in comprehensive knowledge or objective truth. 
Together, the queer games avant-garde constitutes a large network of game 
makers, but their strength is not only in numbers. These games are powerful 
in part precisely because most remain short and intimate—not an enormous 
data set but individual experiences of intimacy, selfhood, and personal truth.

Queer Indie Games as Digital Humanities? Remaining Self-Critical

From these interviews with queer indie game makers emerges a compelling vi-
sion of an alternative approach to the work of the digital humanities in action. 
However, any model of scholarly practice that is truly critically engaged must 
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remain aware of and indeed in constant dialogue with its own limitations. For 
that reason, it is also important to acknowledge some of the potential pitfalls 
of the premise of this argument: that the work of the queer games avant-garde 
can—and should—be considered a form of DH. One such potential objec-
tion is that DH has been, to date, firmly rooted in academe. Many of the 
game makers in the queer games avant-garde, by contrast, have a complicated 
and at times tense relationship with academic structures and related issues of 
privilege. A significant number of these artists, such as Case, left undergraduate 
school without completing their degrees, often because they felt unsupported 
as queer people, trans people, or socioeconomically disadvantaged people. At 
the same time, as the years pass, more and more queer indie game makers are 
entering master’s and doctoral programs—though, admittedly, this is often 
because queer indie game making is precarious work and graduate programs 
offer comparative financial stability. Some queer game makers, like Bee, work 
or teach in academic settings; still others, like McClure, have what could be 
called academic interests (e.g., mathematics and physics) but do not approach 
them from within academic frameworks. In short, the participants in the queer 
games avant-garde represent many different and often conflicting positions of 
relationality to academe—positions that could be problematically conflated 
or overlooked in an unambivalent claim to queer game making as a form of 
digital humanities scholarship.

Another valid potential critique lies in the question: what does it mean to 
“claim” queer indie game making in the name of the digital humanities? What 
are the ethics of labeling queer game making as a form of DH when none of the 
twenty-five artists I interviewed used the words digital humanities to describe 
their work? In response, I would argue that understanding the work of the 
queer games avant-garde as a form of digital humanities should represent not an 
attempt to colonize queer game making on the part of an academic discipline 
but an attempt to lay claim to DH—with its productive range of attendant 
debates and its access to structures of legitimacy (though it is equally important 
to remain wary of bids for cultural legitimacy)—for queer video games and their 
creators. For the marginalized artists who produce this work, the possible social 
and material benefits of establishing a foothold in the digital humanities are 
many. For example, access to digital humanities funding pools, such as large-
scale public and private grants, could feasibly improve the precarious financial 
standing of many of these artists. At the same time, far from being subsumed 
into the digital humanities as we know them today, queer indie games have 
the potential to challenge the traditional boundaries of the field, modeling a 
step away from academe as such and toward less hierarchical communities of 
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hybrid theory-creative praxis. Digital humanities work, both as a classification 
and as a way of making meaning, does not belong to career academics (or 
their industry partners) alone. As Jessica Marie Johnson and Mark Anthony 
Neal write in their introduction to the “Black Code Studies” special issue of 
the Black Scholar, a truly radical vision of cultural critique at the intersection 
of social justice and technology “rejects formulations of [scholarship] that tie 
intellectual production only to institutional structures or the digital humanities 
only to grant-seeking projects with university affiliations.”25 In this way, the 
work of reclassifying queer game making as DH becomes political, embracing 
the messiness of defining the field, celebrating the generative frictions that 
can be found at the blurred edges of the digital humanities, and looking to 
the so-called margins in order to challenge traditional DH subjecthoods and 
modes of thought.

It is also worth remaining wary of the notion that the marginalized (such 
as queer indie game makers) should be working to make video games, the 
digital humanities, or any other field in which they are underrepresented more 
“diverse.” Even as we celebrate the work of these creators, we must continue 
to ask: Who is served through the labors of the marginalized? Should it be the 
responsibility of those who are often excluded or discriminated against to make 
work that promotes change within the status quo? These queer game makers 
themselves offer words of warning against focusing our efforts on promoting 
normative progress. When asked whether she believed that queer indie games 
were inspiring meaningful change in the mainstream video games industry, 
for instance, Bee responded, “I don’t really care. That’s their problem. Instead 
of wasting my energy trying to make work that speaks to the mainstream, 
shouldn’t I be fighting to create something that’s really meaningful for the queer 
people I want to speak to?” This, ultimately, is the challenge that queer indie 
game making poses to the many scholars who are already invested in issues of 
sexuality, gender, race, power, and privilege in the digital humanities, myself 
included. Is our task to change the broader field as we know it today, speaking 
truth from the margins for the betterment of the center? Or is our task to reject 
the very notion of marginality and centrality, to use these counterstrategies 
as tools for building our own worlds and our own ways of making meaning, 
inventing for ourselves a terrain of DH scholarship that is fundamentally queer, 
feminist, antiracist, personal, political, and culturally aware—and to inhabit 
that space together as our own alternative digital humanities?
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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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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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ABSTRACT
This article considers, first, the tag-based architecture as a
communicative medium and, second, how transgender-identified
Tumblr users navigate and exploit the particular limitations of tag-
based architectures. In particular, I analyze how trans-identified
Tumblr users navigate and exploit these architectures’ affordances
to manage feelings of ontological security in Tumblr’s sharing-
centered and tag-managed environment. Trans users express
specific self and group identifications, as well as audience and
social commentary, through their tagging practices. These tags
form the basis of a trans-specific folksonomy, or emergent user-
defined tag collections, on Tumblr. However, this folksonomy
relies heavily on an existing subcultural vocabulary, limiting users’
self-expression to recognizable terminology with unstable
definitions. Terms and their usage become an ideological
battleground when users attempt to establish normative tag
definitions through public policing and shaming of others’ usage.
These conflicts indicate how semantic categorization limits expression
of the scope of human self-presentation and gender performance.
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Since the internet opened to public commercial access in the mid-1990s, an online pres-
ence has become a key element of contemporary social justice organizing (Báez, 2013). For
transgender users in particular, internet access opened the possibility of instant national
and international communication—a drastic collapse of time and space compared to a
monthly newsletter subscription or even a weekly group meeting. While users initially
gathered on websites and forums, much of this communication now takes place
through short phatic messages on social network sites such as Twitter, Tumblr, or Face-
book, where users collect together in trans “networked counterpublics” (Renninger, 2015).
On Tumblr in particular, user-assigned tags play an important role in making posts visible
and easily searchable, as well as socially locating the user. On a platform where self-pres-
entation and assumed social norms are determined, in part, through social context and
imagined audience, such social location is key (boyd, 2014). In the context of Tumblr,
tag choices may indicate not only content but also audience, intent, and self-identity.

This article considers, first, the tag-based architecture as a communicative medium and,
second, how trans-identified Tumblr users navigate and exploit these architectures’ par-
ticular technological affordances to manage their feelings of ontological security in
Tumblr’s sharing-centered and tag-managed environment. In so doing, I highlight the
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ways site architecture influences users’ self-narrative and discourse. Like Renninger, I
understand trans Tumblr users as part of a trans and queer youth “networked counterpub-
lic” where the four main affordances of boyd’s networked public (persistence, replicability,
scalability, and searchability) are used for a specifically counterpublic purpose (boyd, 2014;
Renninger, 2015). As I find, users employ tags to not only establish their social identity,
context, and audience, but also as commentary mechanisms. However, tags signaling
self-identity can become contentious when users’ identity definitions come in conflict—
a problem exacerbated by Tumblr’s lack of formal behavioral norms or governance.

Transgender ontology

In order to understand self-definition’s importance to transgender (hereafter referred to as
trans) individuals, it must be located within a wider of identity development framework.
As Giddens argues, maintaining a stable self-identity requires the continuous construction
of a reflexive self-narrative, as individuals “continually integrate events which occur in the
external world, and sort them into the ongoing ‘story’ about the self” (1991, p. 54). This
self-narrative provides an element of ontological security, the sense that the individual
is complete and whole in themselves—one must not only know who they are and
where they fit in, but also be able to communicate it to the wider world (1991). A lack
of ontological security, in contrast, contributes to a sense of failed bodily integrity, of
being out of place within oneself.

For trans individuals, then, the act of coming in contact with transgender’s ontological
possibility is key to settling their ontological dislocation. Bodily dysphoria is often posi-
tioned as arising from an internal location and, prior to encounter with the transgender
category, proves difficult to narrate and describe (Zimman, 2009; Dame, 2013). Further-
more, trans individuals are not visibly “marked” or rendered coherent by pre-existing fra-
meworks such as sex assigned at birth. “Transgender” integrated into one’s self-identity
enables individuals to comprehend their dysphoria and acquire language to articulate
their dysphoric emotions. This language is then used to construct a self-narrative which
provides internal stability, opens up avenues of support, and makes possible access to
necessary medical care if desired. Thus, to identify as “trans” requires what can best be
termed “the encounter,” the moment of recognition of oneself in the trans other
(Dame, 2013; Zimman, 2009). While this encounter can happen in a variety of media
as well as in person, its necessity is central to claiming a transgender identity (Dame,
2013; Zimman, 2009). In order to be recognized by other possible trans audiences, follow-
ing this encounter, trans users must signify their own trans status in various ways, from
narrative recounting to their tagging practices. Nonetheless, the self-narrative developed
often reflects existing subcultural conventions and expectations—without which it
would be illegible as specifically “trans”—and may, despite its comforting effect, then
deliver individuals into “affective and economic systems unconcerned with her own inter-
ests” (Sender, 2012, p. 158).

Additionally, transgender’s own internal stability as a category is by no means guaran-
teed. Initially intended as an inclusive term and site for broad-base political activism, “trans-
gender” took on decidedlymore formal ontological functions once it was widely adopted by
social services in the early 2000s (Davidson, 2007; Valentine, 2007). Such limitations led to
new efforts to recuperate the term’s inclusive possibilities, such as “trans” and “trans*,” the
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latter “[blending] the [asterisk’s] wildcard function with its use as a figurative bullet point in
a list of identities that are not predicated on the trans- prefix formulation” (Tompkins,
2014). Nevertheless, all of these terms in their usage become structurally intelligible as
one half of a binary dichotomy, and the so-called “transgender community” is brought
together by their shared practices and identities. However, the very construction of this
community “works against other less powerful understandings of gender and sexuality,
and fixes into place particular meanings to the exclusion of others” (Valentine, 2007,
p. 104). These various issues are played out within trans discourse online.

Networked counterpublics on Tumblr

Tumblr, founded in 2007, is a microblogging platform where users share posts, pictures,
videos, audio, and other short bites of content. In their official press materials, Tumblr
eschews defining the site’s intent beyond identifying its main function, easily replicable
content sharing, and positioning users as “the world’s creators.” According to industry
metrics, Tumblr’s user base leans heavily young, with an estimated 40% of users
between the ages of 15 to 24 (comScore, 2013). Platforms like Tumblr provide queer
youth in particular space to augment and build onto their existing social worlds and iden-
tities (Gray, 2009). Like the youth in Gray’s study, on Tumblr queer and trans youth can
learn the subcultural codes, modes, and vocabulary in order to be readable to others—
which they can then chose to recraft for use in other social contexts (2009, p. 117).
User posts on Tumblr are primarily phatic: sharing information with an emphasis
placed not only on public conversation but also maintaining connection via expressions
of sociability (Crawford, 2010; Miller, 2008), as funneled through users’ self-presentation.
In phatic media “it is the connection to the other that becomes significant, and the
exchange of words becomes superfluous” (Miller, 2008, p. 395). Like Twitter, Tumblr uti-
lizes a directed friendship model, wherein there is neither a social nor technical expec-
tation of reciprocal following (Marwick & boyd, 2010). Followers’ posts appear on one’s
dashboard, where they can be liked or shared via the “reblog,” which allows users to
share entire posts—with or without comment—with their own followers. Users can also
allow individuals to anonymously “Ask” them questions, which may then be shared
with the user’s followers.

In their work on social network sites (SNSs), boyd, Ito, and others have proposed SNSs
be understood as networked publics, “simultaneously (1) the space constructed through
networked technologies and (2) the imagined community that emerges as a result of
the intersection of people, technology, and practice” (boyd, 2014, p. 8). These spaces
are structured by “persistence,” “visibility,” “spreadability,” and “searchability,” wherein
their content lasts longer, gains greater visibility, spreads further, and can be publicly
searched for—affordances which create dynamics of invisible audiences, collapsed social
contexts, and the blurring of public and private (2014). As boyd notes, these features
are not new to social interactions, but social media “alters and amplifies social situations
by offering technical features that people can use to engage in these well-established prac-
tices” (2014, pp. 11–13).

Trans users form one, amongst multiple, asynchronous and intersecting networked
publics. As a public, their discourse often resists dominant understandings and instead
directs attention to the flows of social power—key elements of counterpublics (Asen,
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2015). The formation of such “parallel [online publics] visible to participants in the public
at large,” have a particular power in modeling alternatives to “the traditional and exclusive
public sphere” (Travers, 2003, p. 232). In his survey of relevant scholarship, Brouwer
identifies three prominent features of counterpublics: “an oppositional stance,” “a discur-
sive standing,” and “an inward–outward dialectic” (cited in Asen, 2015, p. 138). In the
trans networked counterpublic, trans-identified users gather (in part via tags) around
their oppositional stance to dominant understandings of gender performance and identity.
They develop discursive standings through their posts—content structured and informed
by boyd’s four affordances. As a counterpublic their discourse is initially inward looking, but
can be picked up and spread widely through Tumblr’s sharing features—thus projecting
counter discourses back into the dominant public. Tumblr’s design, Renninger argues,
successfully facilitates counterpublic discourse by both maintaining boyd’s four affordances
and their resulting dynamics and providing other tools further promoting their develop-
ment: anonymity, dehierarchized visibility, and discourse consolidation via tags (2015).

Social tagging on Tumblr and folksonomies

Tumblr tags combine the two prime functions of social tagging systems: information
organization and conversation promotion (Huang, Thornton, & Efthimiadis, 2010).
Each post’s specific content is defined by its tags, which may shrink or grow as the post
is liked and/or reblogged. Though much of its content is controlled by users, Tumblr
does engage in some content curation: highly popular, general information topics such
as #cars, #fashion, #menswear, and #art are designated “featured topics” and the
content that appears is curated by a set of at least three editors. In order for any given
user’s content to reach an audience beyond their own followers, they must use tags.
Table 1 lists most frequent functions of Tumblr tags and sample examples (Table 1).

In tagging, users make their posts visible to a wider possible audience and may sub-
sequently organize around certain tags. Through their tagging practices, then, Tumblr
users speak in what Zappavigna terms “searchable talk,” or “online discourse where the
primary function appears to be affiliation via ‘findability’” (2011, p. 2). Trans users
“find” each other through such shared talk: reblogs, reading a post’s notes, and looking
at content in trans tags. The role of tags in building social connections comes to inform
both how trans users compose and use tags and their definitions of tag misuse.

Social tagging systems differ from traditional classification systems such as “controlled
vocabularies” in that their primary architect is not an “authoritative” figure like a librarian
and they do not compensate for lexical conflict or anomalies (Macgregor & McCulloch,
2006). The Library of Congress Subject Heading, as a controlled vocabulary, has been cri-
ticized for its limiting and outdated catalog headings for trans- and queer-related works
(Adler, 2009, 2013). In contrast, social tagging is first collaborative, with multiple users

Table 1. Tag Functions.
Tag Functions Example

Description of the post’s content #picture, #meme, #gifset
Post topic #me, #politics, or #trans
Social context #real life or #RL
Commentary #fml, abbreviation of “Fuck my life”
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all contributing something to the tag collection. As more and more tags enter the system,
they become part of a folksonomy, coined by Vander Wal as “the result of personal free
tagging of information and objects (anything with a URL) for one’s own retrieval,” done in
“a social environment (shared and open to others).” The folksonomy’s value is in being
“derived from people using their own vocabulary and adding explicit meaning”
(Vander Wal, 2005; see also Peters, 2009). Ideally, folksonomies are emergent and iterative
collections which resist concretization and “guarantee a much broader access to
[resources]…which is independent of the guardian [infrastructure]” (Peters, 2009,
p. 3). As Clay Shirky argues, folksonomies by design resist the ontological impulse,
instead trying to “find ways that the individual sense-making can roll up to something
which is of value in aggregate, but you do it without an ontological goal …Critically,
the semantics here are in the users, not in the system” (2005, emphasis added).

However, I argue these authors fail to account for users’ own self-interest in ontological
stability, particularly when users are relying on pre-established subcultural vocabularies.
Furthermore, it is worth noting that most research on categorization systems have utilized
data sets from bookmarking services or sites primarily geared toward information organ-
ization like Delicious or LibraryThing. While users may connect using these sites’ social
tools, the tagging system does not form part of the backbone supporting social interaction.
Tumblr, in contrast, is mostly used as a communication and promotion platform. Its tech-
nological affordances—and its tagging system in particular—are primarily used to increase
post visibility and promote sociality, with little user focus placed on curated categorization
outside of Tumblr-controlled “Featured” tags. As such, users’ narratives around terminol-
ogy became highly pertinent sites of contention.

The user in the infrastructure

As Bowker and Star note in their ethnography of classification systems, Sorting things out,
to classify is human (1999). Humans make sense of information through classification
systems, “a set of boxes (metaphorical or literal) into which things can be put to then
do some kind of work” (1999, p. 10). Such classification systems exist as part of a larger
infrastructure, such as a database or website (1999, p. 16). The modern database is
focused on large-scale data management, not the small-scale personal connections that
drive most of the user’s interactions with the database. They are self-describing, creating
a closed loop by which the database describes itself. “Indeterminate” data, lacking a pre-
existing category to describe them, are rendered null or unrepresentable (Hayles, 2007,
p. 1605). However, this does not mean the two do not give each other meaning. Hayles
argues that the database and its users exist in a symbiotic relationship: while narrative
requires the database to develop and test its insights, the database “catalyzes and indeed
demands narrative’s reappearance as soon as meaning and interpretation are required”
(2007, p. 1603). As the database acquires more and more information, it requires an
increasing number of narratives to make sense of it all. As she concludes, “narratives
remain the necessary others to database’s ontology, the perspectives that invest the
formal logic of database operations with human meanings and that gesture toward the
unknown hovering beyond the brink of what can be classified and enumerated” (2007,
p. 1607). Through their tagging, users add “narrative” to the post and contribute to the
tags’ wider definitions.
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For queer and trans users, the ability to integrate these narratives opens room to chal-
lenge dominant categorization schema and the knowledges they represent. As Adler finds,
trans tagging on LibraryThing not only added information but “[provided] a means to
negotiate norms of gender expression through categories or labels” (2013, p. 7). Yet
such negotiation happens within a bounded system. Keilty counters Adler’s notion of folk-
sonomic freedom, instead arguing that

the “exploration” of subject positions within folksonomies is always constrained by a logic
requiring instantly recognizable cues, regularized under the conventions of a particular
sexual subculture that one inhabits. The sociability of a particular subculture, in fact, relies
on such regulatory strictures, just as effective information retrieval relies on control.
(2012, p. 419)

For, even though Hayles posits the database can hold multiple narratives, shared subcul-
tural language constrains how these narratives can be told in order to be rendered legible
to both database and human user. Although these terms may be modified, their embedd-
edness makes them central to all possible narratives.

Methods and ethics

The dataset consists of publicly available posts using five transgender-related tags (#trans-
gender, #ftm, #mtf, #trans, and #trans*) collected manually through Tumblr’s public tag
search function (e. g. https://www.tumblr.com/tagged/transgender) during two two-day
periods: an initial round focusing on #transgender, #ftm, #mtf in January 2014 and a
second theoretical collection in February 2014 collecting posts for the #trans and
#trans* tags, which emerged in the first sample as key sites of organization. These tags
were chosen for their particular location within the subcultural vocabulary: common
enough to be known and used by a variety of trans-identified users, but not so widely
used to have a variety of non-trans specific content or, in the case of #LGBTQ, a “featured”
tag with its own editors and top contributors.1 Given the vulnerability of these Tumblr
posters, many of whom are transgender-identified youth and may face familial and
social ostracization and rejection offline, I also chose not to collect the content of commen-
tary left on posts as “notes” or non-tagged content from individual users’ Tumblrs, both
“publicly private” venues (Lange, 2008). In focusing on common, shared tags, I gathered
discourse emically considered public talk.

This small sample size, taken on typical usage days, does limit the study’s wider appli-
cability. Given these constraints, I concentrated my analysis on locating users’ talk and text
in context and identifying the “‘order of discourse’, the relatively durable social structuring
of language which is itself one element of a relatively durable structuring and networking
of social practices” (Fairclough, 2003, p. 3). Posts were initially coded line-by-line using
emergent coding, divided broadly into the four main aspects of a post: username, post
content, tags, and note count. I then conducted a second round of focused coding for
behavior patterns, including modes of talk. Lastly, I compared codes against each other
and grouped them into categories representing broad assemblages of trans subjects’ differ-
ent behavioral patterns: self-identification, conflict management, and definitional policing.
In identifying these assemblages and their component practices, the work offers specificity
to the broader conception of networked counterpublic practices.
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Results

Self-identification

Because Tumblr lacks a “group” function that allows users to indicate social connection/
interest, tags served as a methods for users to make a group membership claim and estab-
lish visibility. This model of tag usage is defined by Tonkin et al. as “User - Tag – User,” as
“users are tagging to relate their concept of information to another user’s concept of some
piece of information” and build social connections (2008). As on other social media sites,
Tumblr users used contextual cues to determine how they should present themselves and
just who might be amongst their audience (boyd, 2014, p. 48). When posting with trans
tags, users’ imagined audience was trans readers presumed to be fluent in trans terminol-
ogy and discourse.

In the data, the #transgender tag had the largest amount of posts by non-trans identified
users. In some cases, usage was grounded in generalized coalition politics: upon its
addition to the acronym “LGBT,” transgender is often folded into larger discussions of
LGBT concerns, regardless of their relevance. As such, #transgender was used in a tag
string alongside #gay, #lesbian, and #bi or #bisexual—often on posts that did not speak
to trans-related concerns or discourse. Alternately, #transgender was used by non-trans
users, including self-identified “radical feminists,” who opposed the very idea of transgen-
der identity and transition—a practice which lead one user to rhetorically ask, “you…
don’t want to hear facts of our disclusion and oppression but you want us to see what
you have to say and silence us in the process?”

Last, the #transgender tag also included a sizable amount of explicit fetish pornography.
As a result, a personal post on a user’s transition may appear next to exploitative porno-
graphic imagery simply because they both use the #transgender tag. This juxtaposition
reflects how technological structure cannot make meaning determination. For the trans
user, such images may prove directly counterproductive to building social connection:
they may instead remind them of how their body is commodified and consumed for
others’ pleasure without their consent. This issue, I argue, led users to frequently tag
with subculturally particular terms, #trans and #trans*, in the process setting their posts
apart from those using generic “public” language. In their use, these tags took on specific
characteristics: #trans was used with personal content intended for wider audiences, while
#trans* was primarily used on politically oriented posts.

One of these three (#transgender, #trans, or #trans*) tags were often used alongside
other established subcultural vocabulary to provide more specificity. For example, in
tagging their post “#ftm #transgender #testosterone #hrt #t,” one user is not only signify-
ing that he is talking about transgender content, but content relevant to trans men or mas-
culine individuals (#ftm) or those who are looking for posts on hormone replacement
therapy (#hrt), specifically testosterone (#testosterone). Furthermore, his use of “#t” sig-
nifies his knowledge of trans vocabulary, as testosterone is often shortened to “T”—thus
giving rise to phrases such as “time on T.” In tagging their posts with trans-related tags,
users align their definitions alongside others’ and further attest to their group member-
ship. Some users also designated more personal topics through individualized tags such
as #personal, #me, or #family. One user, a trans woman, tagged a post describing being
misgendered by a relative and her family coming to her defense with “#Personal #misgen-
dering #Transgender #MTF #Family #FTW (abbreviation for ‘For the Win’).” In this
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example and others, using these tags on posts discussing mental struggles or personal suc-
cesses had a twofold purpose: first, they differentiated such posts and provided a level of
organization on the user’s personal Tumblr, and, second, they laid the foundation for users
articulating their self-narrative and building social connection by identifying a user’s per-
sonal struggles with a larger meaning outside themselves and connecting on the basis of
this meaning. Table 2 presents the broad tag categories observed, as well as example tags.

While such tag collections are common practice, how users actually go about building
their personal tag collections moves trans-ness beyond the self-narrative’s genre conven-
tions, which emphasize personal difficulty, discrimination, or struggle—evidence of which
is then used by advocates to argue for legal or social change (Valentine, 2007). However,
the co-occurrence of otherwise presumably unrelated topics broadens the genre of possi-
bilities to encompass the lived everyday. A trans woman who tags a selfie wearing her Sea-
hawks jersey “#alwaysbe12ing #seahawks #nflplayoffs #mtf #trans* #Transwoman
#transgirl #transgender” not only aligns her interests and build social connection, but
also suggests how trans users’ self-narratives extend beyond the details of social or
medical transition. Alternately, trans can be a site of creative potential, as fans reimagine
characters as transgender or show off their “#crossplay” (a neologism combining cosplay
and crossdressing). Tagging, for trans users, offers the unique possibility to both unobtru-
sively make their transness relevant in personal, quotidian moments while also rendering
their self-narratives more complex.

Last, using multiple tags also increased overall post visibility. Tumblr’s suggestion
algorithm and hierarchy of visibility is largely opaque, determined by a combination of
tag usage and co-occurrence. Increasing visibility through tags encourages “tagspam,” a
problem common to the “User - Tag – User” mode where tags are used inconsistently
by “tagging in order that other users see desired information despite the fact that the infor-
mation is not really classified under their expected concept of that tag” (Tonkin et al.,
2008). Users’ tagspam—a practice most often exploited for commercial or promotional
purposes—was grounded not in use of subcultural cues, but in suggestion: the reader
likes posts using this tag, so they may also like posts under this tag. Ultimately, the
user-centered folksonomy cannot account for users’ different intentions and posting
habits: the social Tumblr user who wants to both display their self-identity and maintain
social connections and the corporate account that makes hundreds of automated posts at
day. Both usages are given equal weight by Tumblr and may have an equal influence on

Table 2. Tag Categories.
Tag Category Example Tags

Trans Identity Label #transgender
#trans
#ftm
#mtf

Subcultural vocabulary #testosterone
#preop

Post content or topic descriptor #transition update
#selfie

Personal, individualized tags #depression
#personal

Politically-loaded terminology #trans*
#cishet
#truscum
#bun pronouns
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shaping the folksonomy. Ultimately, repeat usage begets ossification: prominent tags
emerge as “stable consensus” choices with similarly static definitions (Golder & Huber-
man, 2006, p. 207). These tags prove resistant to disruption, instead becoming embedded
within both the folksonomy and users’ self-narratives. In this way, the folksonomy devel-
ops an increasingly ontological makeup as it stabilizes, despite Shirky and others’ asser-
tions of openness.

In response, some users introduced new acronyms such as “MOGAI” or “MOGII”
(marginalized orientations, gender identities, and intersex) they could shape through indi-
vidual use, independent of wider cultural influence. However, without the aforementioned
cultural association, these terms have limited reach—to go beyond the limited confines of
the folksonomy requires adoption by wider publics. Thus, users primarily rely on the
“stable consensus” vocabulary within the folksonomy. Furthermore, trans users’ self-nar-
ratives are ultimately reliant on an ontological security underlaid by the category’s know-
ability: I know I am trans because of how I locate myself within this category, and my self-
narrative is evidence of my membership. For trans Tumblr users are often not only tagging
and identifying the information in their posts—they are also tagging and identifying them-
selves. Their tags are their ontological stake: I am identifying myself and my self-narrative
as trans, in order to be recognizable to you as such in this moment.

Conflict management and user-developed social structure

While users consistently used stable consensus tags, both these tags’ definitions and what
constituted appropriate use were more contentious and could at times generate conflict
—primarily carried out through reblogs and notes left on posts. Despite users’ accusations
of inappropriate aggression and harassment by others, only one user in the data reported
asking Tumblr to intervene and discipline a blog for using both #feminism and “degrading
language and slurs” as tags on imageswith a “fetishistic feel.”Tumblr users have fewpublicly
definedoptions for corporate interventionwhen they do seek it out. At the time this datawas
collected, “Harassment” was not defined in Tumblr’s Community Guidelines, which spoke
only of “Malicious Speech,” a category identical in content to legal definitions of “hate
speech.”While the guidelines do outlineTumblr’swillingness to remove “overtlymalicious”
postings, users are encouraged to “dismantle negative speech through argument rather than
censorship”—by implication positioning platform governance’s intervention as censorship
and contradictory to Tumblr’s deep commitment to free speech (Tumblr, 2014). In other
words, users are expected to handle concerns at the individual level and only call on
Tumblr’s governance structures for what could legally be understood as hate speech.

Instead, users publicly managed conflict at the individual level through their discursive
practices—practices that some later attempted to enforce as broader social norms govern-
ing others’ interactions. Social groups—including ones communicating primarily online
(Báez, 2013)—cannot exist without some form of structure, and those lacking formal
social structure, intentionally or otherwise, do adopt informal structures over time
(Freeman, 2013). In a situation where both formal and informal structures coexist,
formal structure serves to “hinder the informal structure from having predominant
control” and offers means to dismantle it if necessary (Freeman, 2013, pp. 232–233). In
the absence of formal governance structures to resolve their concerns, users manipulated
Tumblr’s technological affordances, including tags, to develop and promote a variety of
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emergent, contextually specific social and behavioral norms. These norms reflected users’
desire to manage their self-presentation, local social context, and wider tag definitions. In
so doing, they intentionally applied Tumblr’s affordances in specific situations to restrict
the networked counterpublic’s four affordances (boyd, 2014; Renninger, 2015) to achieve
privacy and ephemerality, increase the spread and persistence of debates, or control tag
definitions.

Achieving privacy and ephemerality

Like Twitter, Tumblr’s internal public/private settings are clear-cut: either a post is visible
to all users, visible only to one’s followers, or visible only to the poster themselves.
However, users work around these restrictions through social management of posts’ visi-
bility. On particularly sensitive posts, users limited their tag use, making their posts “pub-
licly private,” publicly visible but difficult to find unless one knows the proper tags (Lange,
2008). These posts became less visible to others as a result of their decreased searchability.
They might also ask readers to reblog or not reblog a post in the post body or tags.

Using tags in this way was one example of tags serving as sites for commentary. In some
cases, users added commentary tags expressing opinions or emotions in support or contradic-
tory to their posted statements above. Huang et al. defines such tags as “conversational” tags,
such as a group in-joke or a commentary on the posting itself (2010). These can later become
“micro-memes,” “emergent topics for which a tag is created, used widely for a few days, then
disappears” (2010, p. 174). Journalist Julia Turner has argued such tags are not unlikemusical
refrains or parenthetical statements that reinforce the proceeding statement (2012).2

Users applied conversational tags in a variety of ways, depending on the post’s content
and context. On personal posts, commentary tags drew attention to aspects of a post or
selfie (“#look at that stache tho”), commented on the context for life or appearance
changes (“#just fucking around with my hair again #psh i’ll rock it”), or safely engaged
in public self-contradiction (“#i’ve had three beers y’all make me stop #i hope this is
more endearing than awkward why am i posting this oh well”). In particularly long com-
mentary tag chains, the hash symbol (#) acted as an all-purpose punctuation dividing up
related statements. Conversational tags on political or argumentative posts, in contrast,
reinforced the post’s overall argument or escalated the confrontation in comparison to
the post, such as “#i’m fuckin sick of cisbro apologists #lmao but they’re nice people!!”
or “#It’s true though #dont tell me it isn’t.” Furthermore, because tags are not copied
when a post is reblogged, placing these sentiments in tags reduced their visibility and
decreased their overall persistence. In this way, socially or emotionally risky statements
did not have the same lasting impact as the post itself.

Persistent debate and policing

Debates achieved persistence and resisted resolution when users tagged with either a desig-
nated “micro-meme” or fraught subcultural terminology. These tags had two functions in
practice. First, they made debates easier for a wide group of users to participate in, as a user
only has to know the proper keyword to add their voice regardless if others are concur-
rently participating. Second, they provide the database with human narrative categories
under which posts are aggregated into a searchable, persistent archive—allowing users
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to actively patrol for and police opponents. In a debate about what counted as legitimate
gender-neutral pronouns individuals could use, the example “bun/buns/bunself” became
emblematic for opponents of what they argued were “made up” pronouns’ “ridiculous-
ness.” The “micro-meme” “#bun pronouns” emerged out of this debate and was used
on posts dismissing such pronouns—in one highly shared post, the user parodied a
generic coming out conversation with the trans subject replaced by an individual who
identifies as a pastry. In all of these cases, the tag both indicated a user’s ideological pos-
ition and added the post to the ongoing archive of debate.

As noted earlier, when vocabulary is shared, it can become a site of debate. Users
debated the function of tagging on Tumblr, when certain tags should be used, and the defi-
nitional core of the tag itself. Users divided around what purpose a tag should serve, infor-
mation organization or conversation promotion (Huang et al., 2010), and when it should
be applied. Those who favored informational uses for trans tags derided personal posts
(such as those containing only selfies or daily updates) as irrelevant, while those in
favor of personal posts were open to both uses. In their posts, users would use commentary
tags as a metacomment on this divide and their position. These tags asserted the relevance
of the post (“#so the trans tag /is/ relevant”) and legitimated the user’s tag usage (“#i will
keep tagging it trans* because that’s where the biggest idiots are”).

Some users who favored informational use self-designated themselves as “tag police,”
reblogging and responding to posts whose tag usage and content they found antithetical
to “#transgender,” “#trans” or “#trans*.” Such definitional debates have a long history
in transgender discourse, as individuals contend just who is included in under the trans-
gender umbrella (Davidson, 2007). In the informally structured space of Tumblr, users
with a particular interest controlling the folksonomy’s development vied to form an
elite, a “small group of people,” often friends, who share the same values and “have
power over a larger group of which they are part, usually without direct responsibility
to that larger group, and often without their knowledge or consent” (Freeman, 2013,
pp. 233–234).

This move, in turn, authorized their policing of the counterpublic’s discourse. The “tag
police” maintained an interest in specific, exclusive definitions of trans, particularly
around the experience of gender dysphoria. On one reblogged post, a tag police user
argued “dysphoria over your sex characteristics” was “literally fucking required to be
trans.” Another user bemoaned how “our spaces and conversations end up hijacked by
non-dysphoric non-binary teenagers who would rather spend their time making lists of
nonsense pronouns,” and suggested “we clearly need to separate transsexualism from
transgenderism because our means and aims are so widely divergent.” Here their use of
“we” encapsulates a similarly inclined imagined audience. For these users, gender dys-
phoria was the key requirement for claiming trans identity, and those who failed to
express dysphoria were not “really” trans—and thus lacked the authority to post using
the trans tag. Without established norms enforced by authorized figures marking such
behavior as socially unacceptable, these users felt their corrections and horizontal disci-
plining were justified.

The tag police’s ideological stance, and their subsequent targeting of users, illustrates
the stakes embedded in tag definition. For the tag police, dysphoria often lies at the
core of their own reflexive self-narrative and their understanding of transgender as an
ontological category. As Keilty’s argues of identity tags on XTube, “these terms are
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deeply personal and social, such a part of one’s identity in relation to others that one feels
the need to intervene into others’ self-understanding when confronted with difference”
(2012, p. 427). Furthermore, the subcultural vocabulary available to users constrains
their linguistic options—as noted earlier, one may invent or adopt new terminology,
but there is no guarantee one’s self-narrative will be legible to others or the database.
Thus, those claiming the category “trans” while also rejecting the necessity of dysphoria
call into question the category’s knowability and necessarily the self-narrative of those
who do consider dysphoria central.

When faced with “a disagreement about the boundaries of [a] term,” XTube users in
Keilty’s study ultimately “[agreed] to disagree, [seeming] to accept that the word has mul-
tiple meanings and retrieves a variety of results,” suggesting how “such disagreement…
leads to multiple consolidations of regulations and re-regulations that likely change over
time” (2012, p. 427). However, Tumblr’s technical affordances resist achieving such
closure. In Keilty’s study, debates around terminology were hosted on the user-edited
XTube wiki page, separate from XTube’s central architecture—where the folksonomy is
actively maintained. Debates on Tumblr, in contrast, frequently happen on-site through
reblogs. Only through iterative sharing and growing user commentary can a discussion
spread and have new voices enter. If a debate were moved off-site, it would leave the
purview of the networked counterpublic—and lose access to its accompanying affordances.
Thus, user debate about site structure happens within the structure, becoming part of the
tags’ definition and thus the folksonomy through which the database provides data with
narrative. Keilty’s formulation, as I read it, suggests iterative re-regulation, questions that
open and close from time to time. On Tumblr, questions are always open for debate
because they remain persistently visible, sharable, and spreadable. Definitional uncertainty
embeds within tags’ meaning—and absent formal social norms, users knowingly or
unknowingly impose their preferred structure as onemethod for resolving this uncertainty.

Conclusion

Subcultural transgender vocabulary and site architecture structures trans Tumblr users’
interactions. Through their posts, trans users articulate a self-narrative establishing their
transgender membership in both post content and tags, which simultaneously serve as
self-descriptors and identity markers. Conflicting interests influence how users tag, as
trans users set themselves apart from wider public discourse through the use of subcultural
terms “trans” and “trans*” instead of the more “public” term “transgender.” The folkson-
omy, unable to account for different user practices, gives them equal weight in influencing
its development. As the folksonomy settles into a stable, ontological organization through
repeat use, the vocabulary options available to trans users are limited. Limited vocabulary
ultimately prompts user debate over tag definition. Given the deep importance of onto-
logical security to trans self-narrative, users react strongly to contestations over
meaning. Without a structuring apparatus to maintain social norms, users implemented
horizontal discipline to resolve the embedded uncertainty around tag definition.

As this article illustrates, discourse and design are linked in an ongoing symbiotic
relationship. Recent emphasis in systems design has been placed on developing the
Semantic Web, which shifts from a “web of documents” to a web of linked data, rendered
searchable and accessible through vocabularies, the “semantics” of the semantic web,
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which “classify the terms that can be used in a particular application, characterize possible
relationships, and define possible constraints on using those terms” (World Wide Web
Consortium, n.d.). Rhetoric around the Semantic Web lauds its emancipatory possibilities,
rooted in “a sense of teleological progress, of purposeful and directed development, of con-
tinual and designed improvement” (Beer, 2009, p. 986). However, the Semantic Web’s
emphasis on language draws attention to classification and categorization’s limitations
in encompassing the scope of human self-presentation and performance. Bowker and
Star, reflecting on the state of classification at the beginning of the new millennium,
find individuals increasingly live in a “classification society,” “socialized to become that
which can be measured by our increasingly sophisticated measurement tools” (1999,
p. 326). Valentine’s chronicling of how individuals with a variety of self-narratives and
identity labels were flattened into the category “transgender” is a particularly potent
example of self-narrative being subsumed to the classification system (2007).

The performance of self cannot exist independent of the social and technical classifi-
cation systems that will be applied to it. In a social tagging architecture like Tumblr’s,
users are expected to self-categorize, to transubstantiate their lived gender performance
into a set of subcultural linguistic labels. To refuse is to become invisible; again, the data-
base cannot make sense of that which goes unnamed. As I have found, users had two
responses when they felt constrained by the imperative to self-categorization, as embodied
in social tagging and the folksonomy: create new terminology or police other users’ tag
usage. In both cases, the linguistic carries within it the unbearable weight of the self,
which continually exceeds and overwhelms its capabilities. Future research would do
well to analyze how tag usage transforms over extended periods of time, as well as the
relationship between the increasing emphasis on semantic organization and users’ self-cat-
egorization practices.

Notes

1. Such curation renders, I argue, an identity category into a generic “interest,” and posts using the
tag are judged by users empowered to determine what “LGBTQ” means.

2. Interestingly, Tumblr’s community guidelines now ask users to not use posts with tags that “will
mislead or deceive searchers” or “overload your posts with #barely #relevant #tags.” However,
they do qualify “punchline” tags that “add meaning or context to a post” as valid (Tumblr, 2014).
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We Got Issues
Toward a Black Trans*/Studies

TREVA ELLISON, KAI M. GREEN,

MATT RICHARDSON, and C. RILEY SNORTON

We are in a time labeled the “transgender tipping point,” a period charac-

terized by the scaling up of legal protections, visibility, rights, and politics

centered on transgender people. The contemporary visual landscape is populated

with the bodies of Black women. How does the language and discourse of the

tipping point elide the presence of a saturation of Black bodies? In academia this

elision has taken the shape of the expansion and institutionalization of trans-

gender studies as a discipline. We are interested in what happens to the category of

transgender as it becomes routed through the logics and power lines of institu-

tionality and the metrics of administration. This special issue of TSQ: Transgender

Studies Quarterly is the product and process of our attempt to think through how

the institutionalization of transgender studies as a discipline functions as a scene

of subjection for blackness—for Black people and places.

We have engaged multiple fields in this issue, and these various intellectual

quandaries all signal the simultaneous institutionalization of transgender studies

alongside the heightened visibility of transgender people in our current popular

and political landscapes. We are interested in the ways that these two simulta-

neous occurrences affect one another. Black transwomen and transwomen of

color have sparked the interests of many because of popular figures like Laverne

Cox and Janet Mock; at the same time, there has also been a lot more awareness

around Black transwomen’s relationship to premature death. Though the popular

representation of fabulousness and the crises of the trans subject are represented

primarily by Black transwomen and transwomen of color, the field of transgender

studies, like other fields, seems to use this Black subject as a springboard to move

toward other things, presumably white things.
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In 2000, the emergent field of Black queer studies brought together

scholars from multiple fields asking questions about the relationship between

blackness and queerness. The culmination of this meeting led to the ground-

breaking Black Queer Studies anthology (Johnson and Henderson 2005). As we

write this, the second volume of the Black queer studies anthology has just been

published: No Tea, No Shade (Johnson 2016). How has the field of Black queer

studies changed? What possibilities did the quasi-institutionalization of Black

queer studies open up and/or foreclose?What are the blind spots that couldn’t be

named in 2000 that have become apparent in 2016?
If we ask what is new about Black queer studies, the answer is “trans.”

There is an attempt not simply to grapple with the presence of noncis subjects but

also, again, to return to this question: what will become the commonsense

intellectual and political genealogies of transgender studies? If we also ask what is
old and still relevant about Black queer studies, the answer is still “trans,” in that it

attempts to organize itself around what we might call “a Trans* method [that]

further names the work of charting the present absences in multiple sites of inter-

section by demanding a moment of critical presence” (Green 2016: 80). We might

then pose the question: will the canonization of transgender studies proceed via

the abstraction of race as a modern global signifier? Or, more accurately: in what

ways does transgender studies always already depend on an abstraction of the

racialization of space as foundational to the production of gender and sexuality?
The conceptualization of this special issue is tethered to the aforemen-

tioned provocations. This is also our attempt to bring and ring the alarm (as in,

“We been through this too long”) to what we observe as a trend in scholarship to

deconstruct the human and its attendant spatial narratives, like the Anthro-

pocene, while neglecting to reckon with the contributions of Black feminism and

Black queer studies to this line of thought. The frameworks of the posthuman,

Afro-pessimism, and Afro-optimism/Black ops each attempt to think through the

problematic of “the human” and humanism; each often makes its theoretical

gambits by eliding and/or instrumentalizing those not-quite humans and some-

times humans whose violability forms the abstracted imaginative surface (to bor-

row from Saidiya Hartman [1997]) upon which the human and its metrics are

conjured.

In “Black Feminism and the Future of Our Worlds,” Grace Hong (2008)

expresses her skepticism about the institutionalization of Black feminist studies,

arguing that it has proceeded as the vampiric theft of Black women’s labor, life

force, and reproductive capacity: Black feminist studies without Black women.

We hold the same skepticism about the institutionalization of transgender studies,

having lived and felt the contradictions of expanding sites for intellectual inquiry

that have done little to disrupt the violent machinations and accumulation
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imperatives of racial capitalism that position those considered surplus as killable

and cageable. Several authors in this special issue take up the question of the

human directly: Calvin Warren writes from the position of blackness as nonbeing

to articulate the potential of Black trans studies as a mode of thought that reveals

the category of gender to be simply another humanist fantasy. Marquis Bey argues

for the “trans*-ness of blackness” and the “blackness of trans*-ness” as a way of

thinking through the meeting of Black and trans as an encounter that indexes

those paraontological forces that make up the “demonic grounds” of subjectivity

and ontology. Eva S. Hayward, following “[Frank] Wilderson’s critique of ‘the

human’ as white beingness,” asks, “Is beingness the problem, rather than the solu-

tion, for addressing antitrans violence?” And might “trans negativity help expose

how the order of the subject, and the matter of ontology, are what make black

trans women, in particular, vulnerable to violence?”
The principal logic of a special issue is to set forth a conversation that is

ostensibly new in some way. The editors have thus staged an encounter between

multiple voices and multiple fields that bear upon an emergent line of inquiry.

This presumption of novelty that sensitizes the reception of a special issue is

thrown into stark relief in “The Issue of Blackness.” Rather than presenting the

works in this issue as “new,” we begin with a series of questions about repressed

genealogies that might come into view through a more sustained engagement

with blackness, as an “issue” that is both overseen and unknown. As noted in our

call for papers, “Blackness is overseen in the sense that the literal and figurative

capture of Blackness is a source of value for social and political subjectification

and a mechanism of valorization for institutions and institutionalized knowl-

edge.” The matter of blackness as overseen produces one way of viewing how

transversality expresses the links between trans thought, trans life and death,

Black thought, and Black life and death.

Édouard Glissant’s work on the interconnectedness of the Caribbean is

instructive here, as he notes how transversality (rather than transcendence)

explains the subterranean convergences, or what he calls the “submarine

roots” that are “floating free, not fixed in one position . . . but extending in all

directions . . . [in a] shared process of cultural mutation . . . that frees us from

uniformity” (1989: 66–67). Glissant’s theorization points to the meaning of

transversality as a collateral genealogy, or an encounter with the past that also

contains an ethical confrontation with the collateral damages involved in black-

ness as overseen and unknown. Blackness as “unknown,” the consequence of heg-

emonic imaginaries that position Black people and Black life as “ungeographic”

and untimely, promotes a way of viewing blackness as a belated arrival or adden-

dum to trans studies. Thus, what we coeditors have sought to do is describe the

164 TSQ * Transgender Studies Quarterly

Downloaded from https://read.dukeupress.edu/tsq/article-pdf/4/2/162/485962/162Ellison.pdf
by UNIV CA IRVINE user
on 19 April 2019



logics of the issuance of blackness as a problem, and to present an invitation

to think about how the transversality of blackness and transness might come

into view.

We have attended to a diverse array of entry points: through memory,

social movements, visual and popular culture, and, perhaps most importantly,

Black feminism. To draw on the language of Hortense Spillers (1987), Black/

womanist/Africana feminist thought provides “grammars” for articulating gender

that exceed the rubrics of biology/biocentrism or social artifice. Careful attention

to the debates in the field opens up ways for reading transness as always and

already theorized and theorizable from the literature on “racialized gender.”

Contributor Elías Cosenza Krell uses Black feminist and Black queer studies

theory to deconstruct constructions of transmisogyny coming from popular cul-

ture and queer studies. Krell questions to what extent transmisogyny instru-

mentalizes Black transwomen while universalizing whiteness, and sketches out

trans-of-color feminisms from within and without the academy that complicate

transmisogyny as a conceptual framework. SyrusWare’s essay on queer and trans-

of-color archives in Toronto insists on the transversality of Black queer and trans

practices of remembrance, as they work through and exceed institutionalized

archival spaces and structures. This transversality, Ware argues, reveals how LGBT

archives and archival power more broadly configure the trans-of-color subject as

the always belated arrival to the (white) archive. Jennifer DeClue pushes on the

boundaries of popular understandings of Black feminism to place Black trans*

and genderqueer embodiments in the ways that Black womanhood is epistemo-

logically undertaken in cultural representation. Karen Jaime’s essay regarding

popular representation takes us to the work of Ellison Renee Glenn, aka Black

Cracker, to complicate our understanding of Black trans futurities. Glenn’s work

as a hip-hop performer leaves more questions than it answers, as he contemplates

what it means to “chase rainbows” of Black representation on a transnational scale.

In a piece about Black transwomen and transnational relationships, Erin

Durban-Albrecht theorizes the “persistent self-fashioning and erotic transna-

tional intimacies” that are crucial to the survival of Black transwomen in Haiti.

Dora Silva Santana’s essay, which considers Black transwomen in Brazil, is an

offering and instantiation of escrevivência as an Afro-diasporic practice of life

writing that brings critical attention to the narrative convergences of gender and

space that occur by way of the transatlantic. Omise’eke Natasha Tinsley provides

an introduction to a collection of letters written by activist CeCe McDonald

during her imprisonment at the Minnesota Correctional Facility–St. Cloud. In

“Go beyond Our Natural Selves,”McDonald theorizes violence, love, gender, and

the politics necessary to undo a teleology that precipitates and predicts Black and

trans death.
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On Black Trans*/Studies

Black is a modifier that changes everything. The power of blackness to change all

that comes after is part of its close relationship to death. To be preceded by death is

to pull meaning into “dense and full space” (Hammonds 1994: 138). This issue is a

meditation on the development of a distinct field of study that is in conversations

with, but stands on its own in relation to, Black studies as broadly configured. The

reader may find this issue particularly focused on ontology and nonbeing. It is our

position that Black people have a significant stake in thinking about and theo-

rizing the body in relation to self-definition, state regulation, and physical and

social death among other phenomena. In this issue, we see Black feminist theory

as essential to Black trans theory and to transgender studies. Black feminist

thought, labor, and commitment have been essential to the de/construction of

gender and sexuality. We acknowledge Black feminist theory’s contributions

to thinking gender and the opportunity it provides for feminist dialogue across

fields on gender’s fractious and fractured meanings.

We ruminate on the politics of citation that keeps scholars, including those

in this issue, from recognizing the work of Black women by ignoring their con-

tributions to the field. An appreciation for Black feminist theory is but one step.

Another is integrating Black feminist analysis of the field, beginning with being

attentive to the fact that all four of us are masculine identified, and while all four

of us write about Black transwomen, it is past time for Black transwomen to

occupy a similar position of power as we do in being able curate this conversation

through an institutionalized medium, with living-wage employment. The per-

sistent premature death of Black transwomen and all Black women and their

exploitation in the political economy of academia and beyond means we did not

receive many submissions from Black transwomen. In this issue there are two

pieces by Black transwomen: CeCe McDonald’s prison writing and an essay by

Dora Silva Santana. This is, of course, only a gesture toward a Black future

wherein Black transwomen’s ideas and scholarship run at the front and center of

Black academic thought.

There are, as always with any attempt at flight elsewhere, fugitive questions

that do not get addressed in this issue. We return to genealogy and encounter to

question how and why Black feminism continues to not be engaged as theory.

And we caution the field to think about the Black feminists whom we evoke and

deem worthy to take up as theorists. When we say “Black feminism,” what names

do we call upon? Whom do we not turn to? How does transgender studies

instrumentalize Black feminism and disavow it simultaneously? There are mul-

tiple and contradictory flows of Black feminist theory that do not agree with each

other in relationship to gender and embodiment. These disjunctures in Black

feminism reappear in this issue. Is Black feminism an interrogation of gender or
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an attachment to the category of “Black woman”? We leave our readers with a

nonexhaustive bibliography to move toward in partial answer to these questions,

even if it does not land you safely in the status of arrival.

Treva Ellison is an assistant professor of geography and women’s, gender, and sexuality studies

at Dartmouth College.

Kai M. Green is an assistant professor of women’s, gender, and sexuality studies at Williams

College.

Matt Richardson is an associate professor in English and African and African diasporic studies

at the University of Texas at Austin.

C. Riley Snorton is an assistant professor of Africana studies at Cornell University.
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ABSTRACT
This essaymaps the epistemological terrain trans* studiesmay face
as it is widely incorporated into queer studies programs, often
housed within women’s studies departments. Over the past two
decades, queer studies and women’s studies have rapidly profes-
sionalized, producing new modes of disciplinary power that may
seek to either include or cite trans* studies, often without fully
welcoming its specific material and political investments. Under
such conditions, trans* studies may find itself heard largely as a but
—an epistemic blockage, a distraction from proper objects, a
hindrance to customary methods—that must be disciplined.
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conjunction

(1) used to introduce something contrasting with what has already been
mentioned

(2) used to indicate the impossibility of anything other than what is being stated
(3) used to introduce a response expressing a feeling of surprise or anger

preposition

(1) except; apart from; other than

adverb

(1) no more than; only

noun

(1) an argument against something; an objection.
(Shraya, “often brown feels like but”)

Interdisciplinarity consists in creating a new object that belongs to no one.

(Barthes, 1972, p. 3)
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What is the position of trans* studies in queer studies now?1 Thirteen
years ago, David L. Eng, Jack Halberstam, and José Esteban Muñoz asked
“What’s Queer About Queer Studies Now?” (2005) in a special double issue
of Social Text devoted to examining the upstart field’s promises and road-
blocks. By 2005, queer studies had become well aware of its rigidification
around the investigation of sexuality as a “proper object” (Butler, 1994).
Responding to this emerging disciplinary trajectory, the three editors
requested a queer studies that would move away from an exclusive focus
on sexuality as a “privileged site of critical inquiry” (p. 4), calling for a
renewed, intersectional queer studies “calibrated to a firm understanding of
queer as a political metaphor without a fixed referent” (p. 1). Yet despite the
strong rejoinders contemporaneous transgender scholars had made to queer
studies’ narrowing focus on sexuality and its allegorizations of trans experi-
ence (Namaste, 2000; Prosser, 1998; Stryker, 2004), “transgender” and “trans-
sexuality” are suspiciously absent from the piece. To the extent that “What’s
Queer?” subsumes the earliest strains of trans* studies under the aegis of
something called “queer studies,” it is apparently without attention to the
difference and specificity of trans—a “conflation sometimes made because of
the suspicion that gender means sexuality, that gender. . .is merely a cover
story for not only sex but sexuality as well” (Salamon, 2010, p. 103). In this
early and formative accounting of the field’s promise, trans* studies is thus
obscured within the story of what queer studies can and should do by the
precise focus on sexuality the editors seek to address.

To those invested in trans* studies securing a place in the academy,
institutional trajectories since “What’s Queer?” seem promising: Over the
past 10 years, trans* studies has gained the status of a recognized field, now
boasting two critical readers, a Duke University Press journal, an interna-
tional conference, and a handful of hires and postdocs at prestigious uni-
versities. Courses investigating transgender identities and cultures—if not
courses in critical trans* theories—appear in many university curricula,
often within queer studies and women’s studies programs. Academia appears
to have arrived at a “transgender tipping point” (Steinmetz, 2014) beyond
which trans* studies may find a disciplinary home. Yet the pace and practice
of this arrival have been wildly uneven: running fully ahead in elite intellec-
tual centers, forced by student activism in others, taken up through dis-
courses of weak inclusion in many, and often shot through with
intergenerational and disciplinary hostilities. The increasing pressure to for-
malize queer studies and women’s studies programs within the neoliberal
university also presents epistemic and political barriers to trans* studies,
which is not equivalent to and values specific breaks from the frameworks
of both queer theory and academic feminism. Trans* studies scholars and
pedagogues working within queer and women’s studies contexts often run
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the risk of “becoming the problem by bringing up the problem” (Nicolazzo,
2017, p. 212) of trans* studies’ incomplete welcome in these spaces. Given the
precarity under which trans lives are lived and trans* studies is often con-
ducted, is this partial and ragged inclusion something that trans* studies
“cannot not want?” (Spivak, 1996, p. 28).

Inspired by trans of color poet Shraya’s (2016) piece “often brown feels
like but,” this essay maps the disciplinary scenarios trans* studies may face as
it is increasingly incorporated into queer studies programs, often housed
within women’s studies departments. These fields have rapidly professiona-
lized over the past two decades, producing new modes of disciplinary power
that may seek to include or cite trans* studies without fully welcoming its
specific material or political investments. Under such conditions, trans*
studies may be perceived as an epistemic blockage, a distraction from proper
objects, or a hindrance to customary methods that must be disciplined.2 We
might conceptualize trans* studies’ discursive position in such a disciplinary
scenario as but. This but would perform multiple functions: As a conjunc-
tion, but might alert us to the existence of a barrier or problem through
contrast, surprise, or the assertion of impossibility, only to be viewed as
constituting a barrier or problem itself. As a preposition or adverb, but might
insist on trans* studies’ discreteness or specificity, only to be dismissed as too
narrow or limited in scope. As a noun, but might be imposed on trans*
studies to frame its claims as merely oppositional, rather than for the creation
of new conditions or models. In all these instances, but may be perceived as
intolerance or frustration by a disciplinary arrangement that cannot acknowl-
edge its own force: but becomes both what trans* studies must say and how
trans* studies might be reciprocally dismissed.

To the extent that such disciplinary conditions exist, trans* studies might
therefore prove “too difficult” (Ahmed, 2014, p. 4) for its institutional hosts,
being received only as an interruption, an outburst, a disruptive body. One
can presume to include but, but such inclusions are often predicated on a
silence: a tacit agreement that the but will be withdrawn in exchange. If it is
not, trouble can follow. The bad feeling of this scene can then be ascribed to
the but as an “annihilation” (Awkward-Rich, 2017, p. 822) of the terms
presumed necessary to any conversation. The but might then be “heard as
a complaint, which is not actually being heard” (Ahmed, 2017, p. 4). If so,
trans* studies might become a but beyond which lies nothing meriting
investigation: “If you are heard as complaining then what you say is dis-
missible. . . When you are heard as complaining you lose the about: what you
are speaking about is not heard” (Ahmed, 2017, p. 4). The result is a sort of
epistemic conundrum: To those constructing and enforcing the disciplinary
arrangement, the but might be perceived as a form of discursive violence—
but not articulating the but could be, for transgender bodies, violence of
another and far more dire kind. “What does it cost to tell the truth”
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(Wilchins, 2006), trans* studies might wonder, when “truth” is a shape that
cannot come out of one’s mouth as something that might be heard? We do
not (yet) know what trans* studies might become outside of these epistemic
confrontations.

Trans* studies has long been concerned with narratology—with the project
of locating narrative structures that will adequately allow for the existence of
trans* bodies and becomings. These concerns arise directly from the episte-
mic and political needs of transgender people, some of whose lives have only
recently begun to count in the accounting of which lives matter. The need for
a “good story” is the need for a schema in which one can appear as other
than a problem: a good story is one in which we can say something other
than but. Bettcher (2013) noted this primary necessity when she wrote, “For
the longest time, I thought I needed a story that secured my claims to
womanhood and that illuminated my (often confusing) life experiences.
How else to justify my claims? How else to understand my experiences?”
(p. 384). We could approach trans* studies as one such story—a story that
seeks to illuminate the experiences of transgender people and give an account
of our claims to sex and gender, without which we cannot fully appear as
other than a problem in someone else’s narrative. As Sara Ahmed put it, “not
being accommodated can be pedagogy” (2016, p. 22). To insist on accom-
modation is a pedagogy of another kind, a “shift from framing the event to
framing the framer” (Steinbock, 2017, 49), so that we might investigate who
or what actually is causing the problem.

In what follows, I trace an implicit double-bind3 trans* studies is faced
with as it is invited to join either women’s studies or queer studies contexts
within the academy. Although the patterns I describe may not be descriptive
of every institutional scenario, I seek here to map the epistemic and institu-
tional structures through which women’s studies and queer studies might
interpellate and move to include trans* studies. Because these fields each
solicit trans* studies incompletely and to incommensurate purposes, their
increasing compression within the academy may exert further discipline on
trans* studies, which must take up contradictory performative positions in
relation to each of their expectations. To the extent that women’s studies
seeks the liberation of women and others (gay men, lesbians) who are
oppressed by sex “like women,” trans* studies must perform a but that insists
against the foundational schema of sexual subordination (M > F), saying but
gender is not real like that. However, in response to queer studies’ investment
in deconstructing the gender binary (M/F) to unravel heteronormativity,
trans* studies must turn inside out, articulating a constative but that asserts
but gender is real like this. This double-bind threatens to strand trans*
studies in an epistemic dilemma that repeats the disciplinary language
games transgender subjects are often forced to play (Spade, 2006). Trans*
studies can only thrive, I will claim, in a situation that gives it space to break
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from the epistemic structures of women’s studies and queer studies (Halley,
2006, p. 264). Unless such a space is intentionally created, trans* studies must
retort but to the frameworks of both disciplinary invitations.

Disciplinary position one: Suppression

In the academy, trans* studies is perhaps most powerfully solicited by
women’s studies—a field that has labored over the past decade to add
“gender” and “sexuality” to its proper objects. Although it has expanded its
topical purview to include both LGBT studies and queer theory, areas of this
revamped field (sometimes called women, gender, and sexuality studies) have
simultaneously become theoretically rigidified by incorporation into the
neoliberal university,4 largely under the guises of “diversity” and “equity.”
Required to make itself legible to the university in order to secure a home,
women’s studies has sometimes found it difficult to “sustain gender as a
critical self-reflexive category rather than a normative or nominal one”
(Brown, 2005, pp. 23–24). Because it increasingly wants to talk about gender
and is often compelled to tell a good diversity story, women’s studies might
solicit trans* studies as uniquely suited to analyzing the fixed taxonomies of
gender. But because women’s studies is also a field “whose very essence
depends upon gender to conform to just such a fixed economy” (Salamon,
2010, p. 98), it may simultaneously make a number of compensatory moves
to close trans* studies off, working to retain a “fantasy of itself as a field with
epistemological and methodological coherence” (Noble, 2012, p. 53).
Women’s studies programs attempting to incorporate trans* studies might
thus position “women” and “trans” as discrete categories (Malatino, 2015, p.
399), moving to include trans while also retaining the primacy of “women.”
This strategy ensures that trans* studies cannot raise the question of what the
category of “woman” might contain or whether the object (“woman”) actu-
ally exists as invoked. Rather than being taken up into the heart of the field’s
analytic, trans* studies becomes a “special guest” (Malatino, 2015, p. 399),
welcomed into the conversation through a “woman plus” model that strands
it on the margin of what is cognizable. Where such strategies are in place,
they mark “a self-generating, discipline-sustaining, and disciplining episte-
mological practice” (Wallach Scott, 2008, p. 51) that restricts what trans*
studies can ask and say.

The seeming paradox of “trans*/feminism” is evidence of this precise
situation: As trans* studies has appeared to arrive in the academy, it has
also been met with intensifying force from within more disciplinary feminist
orientations, which want to speak about and at trans bodies and identities
without offering the space to mount a reply. Much trans* studies work
addressing this situation comes as rebuttal, offering either a contrasting
account or a flat objection. For example, Stryker and Bettcher (2016) made
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clear in their introduction to the Trans/Feminisms special double issue of
Transgender Studies Quarterly (TSQ) that the issue was designed as a retort
to Jeffreys’s (2014) recent cissexist work, Gender Hurts: A Feminist Analysis
of the Politics of Transgenderism. Jeffreys’s title reiterates the suppressive
strategy by which something called “feminism” gets to talk about and at
trans subjects while protecting itself from incursion by something called “the
politics of transgenderism.” Because of the university’s institutional will to
inclusion, women’s studies appears to be at least partially caught in a similar
bind—pressed to include and speak about trans* studies while also needing
to suppress its more critical energies through a foundational and self-gener-
ated exclusion (Noble, 2012, p. 43). As Cameron Awkward-Rich (2017) put
it, “The problem is not so much that (some) feminists would like (trans)
gone. Rather, the problem is that (trans) is here, and now we all have to
figure out how to live with that” (p. 832). It is not just that trans* studies
challenges the traditional referent of women’s studies as a field (queer studies
does this as well), but that the political stakes of the epistemic scene render it
particularly pressed to defend the legitimacy and place of that challenge. For
trans* studies, to find oneself in such a situation might feel impossible—or,
rather, it might produce the feeling that one is being made into an impos-
sibility. In such a disciplinary scenario, trans* studies might turn to women’s
studies and say, but—you invited me.

The situation of trans* studies vis-à-vis women’s studies is important to
queer studies for a number of reasons: Women’s studies departments are
increasingly absorbing and/or creating queer studies curricula at both the
undergraduate and graduate levels. LGBTQ studies, an amalgam of LGBT
studies and queer studies, is often added to women’s studies programs
through an ostensibly shared commitment to sexual subordination models
—the asymptotic assumption that ending patriarchy (M > F) will also end
heteronormativity. In this interdisciplinary arrangement, queer is often
deployed as a filter through which trans* studies can be rendered amenable
to feminisms that presume sexual subordination as a shared epistemological
mode.5 Because queer threatens to displace “women” through an implicit
focus on gay men (Awkward-Rich, 2017, p. 832), women’s studies might be
prompted to use “queer” to tell a story about how all oppressed subjects are
oppressed like women are—i.e., as classes that fail to be hegemonically
masculine—thus preserving the central position of “woman” as referent.
Trans* studies might then be affixed to the end of women’s studies con-
siderations through the addition of “queer” as a secondary and supporting
body of subordination theory, coming only after feminism and on the far
side of its trailing objects of concern—“LGB.”

To the extent that queer studies is disciplined by the university to accept
these frameworks, it cannot account for the unique positionalities of trans
bodies and politics, and so trans* studies must respond, insisting but gender
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is not real like that. Trans oppression cannot be conceptualized using a
subordination model in which one gender or sexuality unilaterally oppresses
the others, as if bodies simply are certain genders/sexes unquestionably, or as
if binary genders/sexes map neatly onto the operations of power.
Subordination feminisms and their disciplinary counterparts must fix gender
in order to link it to the binary power relations that undergird their founda-
tional critiques of patriarchy (M > F) and heteronormativity. They therefore
need to keep presuming that there are such things as “women” and “homo-
sexuals” (Halley, 2006, p. 113), categories that trans threatens to scramble in
its undercutting of the ability to tell which gender or sex is where. To fully
acknowledge trans* studies would be to upend the entire subordination
model’s investment in gender as a way to know that all women are oppressed
as a class, or that all gays or lesbians are oppressed as a class. In a women’s
studies + LGBTQ studies partnership struck through sexual subordination
models, W, L, and G will need T to stay quiet to retain their coherence as
categories based on the legibility of gender and sex. It is unclear how such an
arrangement, in which the recognition of primary members requires the
partial erasure of more marginal others, might happily cohere (Awkward-
Rich, 2017, p. 828). Although Awkward-Rich (2017) concluded that the
circumstances leave no one feeling good, elsewhere he observed that for W
and L, “what is being survived is primarily an academic dispute,” while for T
what is at stake is the “physical existence of a category of people” (p. 827).
Under such conditions, trans* studies might find itself saying but, even as
that but extends the very terms by which it may be excluded.

Disciplinary position two: Citation

Given the disciplinary scenario potentially unfolding within women’s studies,
trans* studies might look to queer studies programs unaffiliated with women’s
studies departments as places to find purchase. Queer studies has indeed been
more hospitable to trans* studies, although often only as an “addendum” (Love,
2014, p. 174) to its chief inquiry—sexuality. Because queer studies tends to
privilege sexual orientation as “the primary means of differing from heteronor-
mativity” (Stryker, 2004, p. 214), it often struggles to apprehend trans phenomena
and trans oppression as uniquely about both gender identity and sex assignment.
Instead, queer studies has historically deployed the category of “transgender” to
“contain all gender trouble,” thereby securing both homosexuality and hetero-
sexuality as “stable and normative categories” (Stryker, 2004, p. 214). Heather
Love reflected on queer studies’ use of trans phenomena as an evidentiary archive
for its theorizations of sex and gender, noting, “Queer studies has not engaged
fully with thematerial conditions of transgender people but has rather used gender
nonnormativity as a sign or allegory of queerness” (p. 174). In this specificmode of
queer studies, trans gets cited as an example of something else (queer) that
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supersedes and speaks for it: Rather than moving to suppress trans* studies
through weak forms of inclusion, queer studies may instead invoke and cite
trans* studies to the extent that trans can serve its aims: the dissolution of
heteronormativity and thus the undergirding gender binary. However, the effects
of this aim are not necessarily good for all transgender persons, many of whom
value the discrete categories of M/F and seek to claim status as either male or
female subjects (Awkward-Rich, 2017, p. 838). While women’s studies may need
to discipline trans* studies to the extent that it challenges the schema of sexual
subordination, queer studies has often moved to absorb trans* studies into its
antinormative and deconstructive regimes without adequately inquiring after the
consequences for transgender lives.

Because queer studies tends to understand gender, sexuality, and identity
as effects of normative power, it can erode the bases by which trans* studies
might legitimately claim gender as felt or innately experienced, thereby
replicating the denial of transgender experience also found in stigmatizing
medical and political discourses. In valuing trans phenomena largely when
they subvert gender norms, queer studies has historically sorted, cited, and
disciplined some portions of trans into itself while rejecting others as retro-
grade or conformist (crossdressing, genderqueer, and androgyny are wel-
come; transsexuality is not). Early on, trans* studies scholars staged strong
objections to queer studies’ acquisitive treatment of trans as an allegory for
the subversion of gender: Hale’s (1997) early piece, “Suggested Rules for
Non-Transsexuals Writing About Transsexuals, Transsexuality,
Transsexualism, or Trans,” recommended that researchers and theorists
“beware of replicating the following discursive movement: Initial fascination
with the exotic; denial of subjectivity, lack of access to dominant discourse;
followed by a species of rehabilitation” (p. 1), while Prosser’s (1998) Second
Skins: The Body Narratives of Transsexuality pointed to how queer theory has
used transgender to “institutionalize homosexuality as queer” (p. 5), treating
trans as “a symptom of the constructedness of the sex/gender system and a
figure for the impossibility of this system’s achievement of identity” (p. 6).
However, it is perhaps Namaste (2000) who best summed up the need to
resist queer studies’ emerging, citational relationship with trans phenomena
in her largely overlooked book Invisible Lives: The Erasure of Transsexual and
Transgendered People, which opensed with the flat thesis that “Queer theory,
as it is currently practiced, needs to be rejected for both theoretical and
political reasons” (p. 9). While today trans* studies is increasingly under-
stood as distinct from queer studies and as possessing its own discrete
intellectual trajectories and political frameworks, queer theory remains the
more privileged and central discourse.

To the extent that queer studies can strike a deal with women’s studies
to form a feminist queer studies, it may be through an agreement that
women’s studies abandon subordination models in favor of social
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construction—a theory that often enjoys near-disciplinary enforcement
where “feminism meets queer theory” (Schor & Weed, 1997). In this
more recent alignment between “Third Wave” feminist and queer studies
epistemologies, it is not sex that subordinates women and those like
women to White patriarchal authority, but instead gender norms that
occlude everyone from finding new modes of expression and therefore
realizing a new society. This scenario posits the dissolution of gender
normativity as the very precondition for social progress: The thing to be
gotten rid of is no longer M > F, but belief in and repetition of M/F as a
source of M > F. Some aspects of trans* studies do indeed fit under and
are amenable to a feminist queer studies project: To the extent that it
serves a shared aim to move “beyond the binary,” trans* studies can tell a
part of the story, although often in a manner that is rendered indistin-
guishable from queer studies. However, the adoption of social construc-
tion as a foundational concept in feminist queer studies might also
produce disciplining effects for transgender bodies, which are uniquely
“constructed as constructions” (Bettcher, 2013, p. 298) within the theory
itself.6 An alliance between women’s studies and queer studies may thus
value trans* studies for its ability to demonstrate gender as performative,
but may struggle to hear its specifically gendered or materially embodied
claims as real.

Any formalization of social construction as the shared episteme by
which a feminist queer studies might cohere must be concerning for
trans* studies, which contains strains of theorization and praxis that
understand gender to be innately sensed and actual—in other words,
constative rather than performative. Within queer studies, especially,
social construction and performativity have been historically deployed in
a manner that has opened up the constatively articulated aspects of trans
embodiment and identity to political dismissal. As Prosser (1998) wrote,
“There is much about transsexuality that must remain irreconcilable to
queer: (. . .) the importance of flesh to self; the difference between sex and
gender identity; the desire to pass as ‘real-ly gendered’ in the world
without trouble; perhaps above all. . . a particular experience of the body
that can’t simply transcend (or transubstatiate) the literal” (p. 59). In Split
Decisions: How and Why to Take a Break From Feminism, Halley (2006)
produced a structural mapping of this root division, illustrating through
citation how and why Prosser’s trans* studies narratology must break
from feminist queer studies’ Butlerian social construction. While newer
formations such as “transgender” and “trans” have attempted to smooth
this epistemological gap, the divide between queer studies’ emphasis on
deconstruction/failure and trans* studies’ focus on reconstruction/recov-
ery (perhaps not of a “natural” sex but an innately sensed one) remains
politically active in any tableau enacted between these fields:
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It is here, at the site of what we once referred to as “transsexuality,” that
trans* studies may most require a break from feminist queer studies to state
but gender is real like this. Without a legitimizing context for the claims
trans* studies makes to the importance of the body as determinative and
gender as known, the a priori propositions of feminist queer studies threaten
to render transsexuality politically suspect and retrograde. Transsexuality
thus “reveals queer theory’s own limits: what lies beyond or beneath its
favored terrain of gender performativity” (Prosser, 1998, p. 6). If feminist
queer studies thinks this exclusion is a problem (which it does not always
think), it might move to defuse the situation by drawing lines between sex
and gender or between desire and the body—claiming, for example, that
queer is about “nonnormative desires and sexual practices,” and trans is
about “nonnormative gender identifications and embodiments,” (Love,
2014, p. 173). However, such a move cannot account for how sexuality and
desire both depend on gender and the materiality of the sexed body for their
legibility. Moreover, feminist queer studies’ emphasis on antinormativity (i.e.,
“perversion”) as a kind of disciplinary political impetus overlooks the pro-
blem that many transgender people seek to live their lives as “real” and
“normal” men and women. Because it wants to tell a story about there
being no materially fixed difference between M and F, feminist queer studies
might seek to cite trans* studies in its narratives of deconstruction and
performativity, but it has not been able to imagine an end to that story
without throwing the categories of M and/or F away, and, along with them,
the realness of trans desires to have both sex and gender like this. To such a
story, trans* studies must say but—you are forgetting me.

Feminist queer theory affirms: Transsexuality affirms:
The body as effect The body as material
The body as surface The body as interior
Seeing; the visible body Feeling; the sensible body
Sex1 as language Sex1 as ground
Nature as law (to be subverted) Nature as object of desire (to be sought)
Homosexual affirmativity Rehabilitation of heterosexuality
“Social construction” “Sexed realness. . . embodied sex” (49)
Deconstructions of literality and
referentiality

Literality and referentiality (13, 58)

Deconstruction of monolithic
signifiers

Reconstruction of bodily integrity as the aim of transition (6)

The unraveling of identity The consolidation of identity (6)
Iteration, performance Narrative (beginning, middle, and desired end) (29)
Trouble Safety
Performance Passing
Affirmation of the perversions Affirmation of the normal
Domesticity as law (to be resisted) Domesticity as object of desire (to be sought) (“territory, belonging,

creating homes” [56])
Differentiation Assimilation (pp. 269-270)
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Conclusion: Giving each other a break

It is important, then, to conclude: To do its work, trans* studies needs to be
permitted “radically interdisciplinary, indeed trans disciplinary” (Noble, 2012, p.
50) breaks from the established epistemological frameworks of women’s studies
and queer studies. While such breaks may have been accomplished in a few
leading departments and programs, it is unclear whether similar openings will
become possible across the many and varied academic spaces seeking to include
or now struggling to acknowledge trans* studies. To open such breaks, these
spaces will need to handle the tensions trans* studies introduces to their
epistemic structures “better than feminism has handled its relationship with
queer theory” (Halley, 2006, p. 270). As women’s studies and queer studies fall
under increasing institutional pressure to defend themselves as disciplines with
proper objects and defined methods, they may find themselves compelled to tell
stories that discipline trans* studies in turn. If trans* studies wants to say more
than but, it is important for it to get a break from these stories. This would
require women’s studies and queer studies to consider how the university may
coerce them into the same disciplinary shapes they decry, thus (re)generating
“much of the political tyranny they claim belongs (over there)” (Wiegman &
Wilson, 2015, p. 13).

In the meantime, trans* studies belongs exclusively to no one and
nowhere, and perhaps this condition is the hidden advantage of but. To be
except; apart from; other than is a condition of mourning only for those who
value and expect arrival. To wait for invitation into someone else’s story
about you on other terms may be nothing but a “cruel optimism,” in which
the thing you desire is “actually an obstacle to (y)our flourishing” (Berlant,
2011, p. 10). Perhaps trans* studies, with its investments in flex and stretch,
need not say anything more legible right now than but to those framing the
story—to be fixed as nothing more than a reminder of what exceeds the
implicit disciplinary frame. Trans* studies, now, is at least partially a practice
of marking where these other stories break, even for only a moment, to offer
others a break from themselves. As Prosser noted in 1998, to resist the
incorporation of trans* studies into other fields such as queer studies is not
to refuse the value of alliance but to practice how an alliance, unlike a
corporation, is “a provisional or strategic union between parties whose
different interests ought not to be—indeed cannot totally be—merged” (p.
60). If one side of trans* studies saying but marks an exclusion, the other
might be a pedagogy: The but is how both women’s studies and queer studies
might still find where they break—where their stories now fail to find
alliance.

Who or what really is broken in such a break?
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Notes

1. In what follows, I use trans to indicate a set of resistantly gendered/sexed identifica-
tions that includes both transgender and transsexual, while I use trans* to indicate a
broader formation including the theories, cultural productions, political imaginaries,
bodies, and material praxes historically created by trans populations. My usage of the
asterisk here is consistent with the entry for “asterisk” in the inaugural issue of
Transgender Studies Quarterly, in which Avery Tompkins (2014) described the func-
tion of the asterisk as “to open up transgender or trans to a greater range of meanings”
beyond a set of discrete identities (p. 26). The asterisk also indicates that the presumed
referent of trans is not settled: While the older fields of WGS and LGBTQ/queer
studies have developed more entrenched, centralized referents (e.g., something called
“women” and something called “gay and lesbian”) that each field has struggled to
deconstruct/displace, there is no clear field-specific consensus on the referred object of
trans. Trans* thus indicates an unsettled condition that reflects historically racialized,
classed, and gendered intracommunity politics about who counts as a trans subject,
while simultaneously pointing at a range of undetermined potentials for interdisciplin-
ary theoretical elaboration.

2. I use “discipline” throughout this piece to indicate a number of interrelated effects:
First, I use it in reference to Foucault’s theory of discipline in Discipline and Punish:
The Birth of the Prison as a primary mode of modern power conducted by and within
institutions, most notably carceral and educational spaces, to achieve self-regulation of
the body’s movements and affects. Second, I use it to indicate the many “disciplinary
measures” arrayed at trans bodies within the academy. In his recent award-winning
study, Being and Becoming Professionally Other: The Lives, Voices, and Experiences of U.
S. Trans* Academics, Erich N. Pitcher found broadly punitive measures directed at
trans academics, who are largely perceived as “in but not of” the university and who are
exposed to a wide range of exclusionary and hostile interpersonal, management, and
policy practices. Pitcher described the positionality of trans academics as “always
already within a series of interstices: possible and impossible, real and imagined, inside
and outside, visible and invisible” (2018, p. 1), a “betwixt” state that defies the
categorical and methodological imperatives of disciplinarity. Third, I use “disciplinary
position” in suggestive reference to the erotic practices of BDSM, which ironically
require more consent than the regulatory and punitive schemas carried out within the
academy. Lastly and most obviously, I use “discipline” to refer to the expectation that
knowledge production be conducted in rigidly determinative ways that allow certain
bodies to attain the privilege of professing status, while others are subjugated beneath
or moved outside the borders of the resulting discourse.

3. We might describe this double-bind, to use Sara Ahmed’s phrase, as an “affinity of
hammers” (2016, p. 22): a situation in which the disciplinary aspects of both women’s
and queer studies can result in a dual “hammering” that chips away at trans lives
simultaneously and from several different directions. Ahmed noted that such a ham-
mering can be turned back on its sources as a tool—a goal I seek here.

4. For an unfolding account of this trajectory, see the 2002 collection Women’s Studies on
Its Own: A Next Wave Reader in Institutional Change (R. Weigman [Ed.], Durham,
NC: Duke University Press) as well as the 2008 reader Women’s Studies on the Edge (J.
Wallach Scott [Ed.], Durham, NC: Duke University Press).

5. In Split Decisions: How and Why to Take a Break From Feminism, Halley (2006)
described sexual subordination feminism as the dominant form of feminism in the
United States, which is “persistently a subordination theory set by default to seek the
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social welfare of women, femininity, and/or female/feminine gender by undoing some
part or all of their subordination to men, masculinity, and/or male or masculine
gender” (p. 4). Halley wrote that this subordination model has three main components:
“A distinction between something m and something f; a commitment to be a theory
about, and a practice about, the subordination of f to m; and a commitment to work
against that subordination on behalf of f” (pp. 4–5). Later, Halley observed how gay
identity politics have borrowed aspects of this subordination formula from feminism
(p. 28, 109–111), asserting a model in which homosexuality is subordinated to hetero-
sexuality as F is subordinated to M.

6. Bettcher described the situation of the trans subject within the story of social con-
struction like this: “Consider: If all the world’s a stage on which we all play a part, trans
individuals play actors. For somebody frustrated at being constructed as an actor, the
mere claim that everybody is actually an actor would, by itself, erase the distinctive and
oppressive way in which one was specifically constructed as an actor; it would provide
no help in undermining being specifically constructed as an actor; and it would
reinforce the claim that one was indeed an actor while obscuring the fact that such a
reinforcement was being made” (p. 398).
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This paper develops an understanding of gender as something fundamentally technological, and as such
broken. Drawing on the technological undercurrent in current posthumanist feminist theory, it puts into
play a vocabulary of malfunctioning, broken, vulnerable technologies, and in particular uses the term
‘glitch’ to account for machinic failures in gender within the digital domain. As an intriguing example of the
technologies of (trans)gender, the core example consists of the social media presence and public transition
of Isabella Bunny Bennett — a musical performer and a member of the U.S.-based band Steam Powered
Giraffe. Drawing on how glitch is understood as an accidental error and a critical potential in aesthetic
practices, the article is a contribution to what recently has been coined ‘glitch feminism.’
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Introduction

Drawing on the technological undercurrent in posthumanist feminist theory, my aim in this paper is to
develop an understanding of gender as something fundamentally technological. In thinking gender as
technological, I put into play a vocabulary of malfunctioning, broken, vulnerable technologies. If
malfunction conceptually locates gender bugs and breakdowns on a general technological level, my
purpose is also to make use of the term ‘glitch’ to account for machinic failures in gender within the digital
domain. As an intriguing example of technologies of gender in general, and of transgender in particular, I
build my argument empirically on the social media presence and public transition of Isabella Bunny
Bennett — a musical performer and a member of the steampunk robot band Steam Powered Giraffe.

I take as my point of departure the notion of technologies as always implicating their own failures and
breakdowns, the fact that technologies without exception will fail. This idea resonates with Paul Virilio’s
theory of the accident, his belief that technology cannot exist independent of its potential for accidents:

Malfunction and failure are not signs of improper production. On the
contrary, they indicate the active production of the ‘accidental potential’ in
any product. The invention of the ship implies its wreckage, the steam
engine and the locomotive discover the derailment. [1]

As holding such accidental potential, every technological invention is simultaneously an invention of
technological malfunction. But whereas Virilio’s interest is primarily in developing an aesthetics or an art of
the accident within an increasingly accelerated modernity, my own interest is not primarily in notions of
speed. Rather than stipulating that technological breakdowns happen more often when technologies move
faster, I wish to stay with the idea of technology as something fundamentally broken, imperfect, and
flawed, regardless of how quickly it moves.

I want to begin here, at the point of acknowledging the intrinsic brokenness of technologies, and of
gender. The perfect machine does not exist, even if technological development largely is driven by a desire
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to create flawless, seamless, transparent systems and devices. New technologies might solve old
problems, but will always bring new problems, new failures, and new ways of breaking down. Similarly,
gender as technological is a fragile, instable machinery prone to breakage and breakdowns. Continuous
maintenance, upgrades, and reboots might move gender in the direction of an illusion of seamless
technological transparency, or even organic wholeness. But it is in the crack, the break, the glitch, that the
inner workings of gender reveal themselves. This is not to say that there is a ‘truth’ of gender to be
reached through failure. Neither is there a truth to be had about the inside or the depth of (other)
machines through their technological vulnerability. Nonetheless, something important may be bared or
disclosed, something which we can get a glimpse of in moments of failure, yet never fully grasp or
understand. Or as Olga Goriunova and Alexei Shulgin [2] writes about glitches in computer software:

A glitch is a mess that is a moment, as possibility to glance at software’s
inner structure, whether it is a mechanism of data compression or HTML
code. Although a glitch does not reveal the true functionality of the
computer, it shows the ghostly conventionality of the forms by which
digital spaces are organized.

This article explores, precisely, such messy moments in gender, which simultaneously reveal the ghostly
conventionality of gender norms and ideals, and the potentiality of a break with such conventions. The
argument of the paper is part theoretical exploration, part analytic endeavor, and will be performed in
several steps. I begin by situating my argument within the theoretical domain of posthumanist feminist
theory, arguing for a reintroduction of technology as a vital element within this field. Secondly, I give brief
introductions to the terms trans- and glitch, as well as to Steam Powered Giraffe and the steampunk
scene [3]. Thirdly, I turn to the more analytic part of the paper and explore the notion of trans- as
malfunction and glitch in Isabella’s portrayal of her transgender girl robot. I then move on to investigate
her ways of negotiating (trans)femininity together with her fans. Within this section, in dialogue with
research on sound production, I develop the idea of gender ‘high fidelity’ as a contrast to glitch. Finally, I
discuss how this article is a contribution to what recently has been coined ‘glitch feminism’ (Russell,
2012).

Posthumanist feminist theory

A feminist project of thinking gender as something deeply technological pays homage to a range of
feminist discussions, but perhaps most clearly finds a home within the current field of posthumanist
feminist theory (see, for example, Alaimo and Hekman, 2008; Barad, 2003, 2007; Braidotti, 2006, 2013;
Wilson, 2004). The idea of the human subject as exceedingly free, autonomous, rational, exceptional (and
by default male) has since the Age of Enlightenment been a powerful figure, but one which has also been
increasingly challenged and critiqued. In the wake of such critical discussions — ranging from
poststructuralism and postcolonial theory to corporeal feminism and queer theory — posthumanist
feminist theory is one of the more recent attempts to call into question the unity and the purity of human
subjectivity. Departing from how humans are intimately entangled with animals, machines, and the
environment, the category of the human is revealed to be both less exceptional and less clearly bounded
than previously imagined. To paraphrase Donna Haraway (1991), our bodies and those of others do not
end at the skin, which makes us intimately related to a range of nonhuman others, within as well as
around us. Posthumanist theory questions the primacy of human subjectivity by tuning in on the relational
dimensions in the formation of bodies, subjects, and politics. This becomes particularly clear in the work of
the feminist physicist and philosopher Karen Barad [4] and her definition of posthumanist theorizing: “A
posthumanist account calls into question the givenness of the differential categories of ‘human’ and
‘nonhuman,’ examining the practices through which these differential boundaries are stabilized and
destabilized.”

The nonhuman within posthumanism is an interesting figure, and more often than not a creature of
nature. Posthumanist feminist theory is dense with, for example, animals, bacteria, and pollution. Yet
nature has long been a troubling site for feminists. Within the field of feminist science studies, which in
many ways acts as a forerunner to current posthumanist discussions (Ahmed, 2008), a great deal of effort
has been spent on decoupling nature from the natural. This disconnection shows how nature was always
something invented, produced, and reproduced, rather than discovered. Nature, then — much like culture
— is something that continuously takes shape, and thus can be shaped differently. This fundamental
denaturalization of nature also functions as a way of breaking the associative link between woman and
nature, or woman as nature. Feminist deconstructions of the nature/culture coupling have had a tendency
to involve something of a turn away from nature, to break free from the script according to which science
is based on the (masculine) scientific unveiling of (female) nature (Jordanova, 1989).

Within current posthumanist feminist theory, there is instead a tendency to turn away from culture — and
toward nature — in an effort to conceptualize nature differently. In this attempt to re-conceptualize nature
for feminist purposes, posthumanist theory examines the material specificities of nature in ways that
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suggest the limits of anthropocentric cultural theory. Nature is understood as agential, as having agency in
the sense of being lively, unruly, and disobedient. The matter of nature has the ability to act and provide
resistance, to ‘kick back’ in ways that have consequences for how the worlds of human and nonhuman
subjects can be approached and understood. An understanding of materiality as active and disobedient
also means that such materiality provides certain resistance to processes of cultural imprinting and
meaning making. This specific emphasis on the materiality and very force of nature as agential and unruly
makes nature the privileged de-stabilizing concept within posthumanist theorizing. This, in turn, has
positioned biology in general (and human-animal studies in particular) as a central, if not the most central
field of inquiry (Ahmed, 2008; Sullivan, 2012).

Technology as a forgotten trope

For a posthumanist feminist scholar of media and technology, this privileging of the biological is a curious
move. What appears to be an almost forgotten trope within current posthumanist theory is the
technological. The reason for the disappearance of the technological in recent posthumanist feminist work
is most likely a consequence of an understanding of nature as the domain which holds the most promise
for a rewriting of feminist theory. In making the materiality of nature the privileged site of posthumanist
feminist politics, technology slips out of sight. This slipping out of sight proceeds as if there was nothing
unruly or wild at heart of how technologies work. It is a slipping that simultaneously disregards a body of
work that takes seriously questions of nonhuman subjects, materiality, agency, and embodiment in
technological domains (Braidotti, 2013; Hayles, 1999; 2005; Suchman, 2007, 2011). The disappearance
of the technological in posthumanist theory is all the more curious read against the background of the
work of Donna Haraway (1991, 1997, 2007), often pointed out as foundational within posthumanism.
What posthumanist feminism takes from her work is her relentless troubling of the nature/culture divide
by putting in motion a range of material-semiotic actors. Examples of such actors that populate and
inhabit her work are primates, onco-mice, cyborgs, and companion species, all of them sticky and
intensely sensical borderland creatures in the intersections of nature, science, and technology.

If human subjects are intimately complicit and co-constituted with a range of nonhuman others, this
relationality was never merely a matter of intense intimacy with creatures of nature. It is a relationality
which simultaneously, and as forcefully, marks ‘our’ complicitness with technological nonhuman others. It
is precisely this de-stabilization of bodily boundaries as well as of the humanness of the human body that
makes posthumanist theory important for a study of gender as technological. As a co-constituting force,
technology is not something that is simply added to bodies, and hence can be subtracted. Rather, bearing
in mind the Cold War logics of Haraway’s cyborg, showing how info/biotechnologies were increasingly
entwined with ‘our’ bodies, technology rather provides one of the ways in which bodies become viable at
all. Far from being natural, pre-technological, or in any sense pure, bodies are on a fundamental level
technologically produced. As such, this article is an argument for a recuperation of technology as an
important destabilizing principle and co-constituting force in the making and shaping of bodies, subjects,
and posthumanist theory.

Against the backdrop of this reinstatement of the technological in posthumanist theorizing, what does it
mean to understand gender as something technological? In arguing for the human body as inextricably
technological, this is not a body somehow unmarked by, for example, gender, sexuality, and race. Rather,
when the boundaries of the body are destabilized technologically, so are the boundaries of what makes
and marks a body as specific. One such boundary, which is at the forefront in this text, is gender.

On the one hand, to think gender as technological emphasizes a way of thinking gender as machinery.
Much like how Judith Butler (1993) understands gender as performative, as something that can be
understood in terms of a citational apparatus that operates within a heterosexual matrix, gender can be
understood as analogous to technology. Technology, here, becomes a metaphor to think with. It facilitates
a way of thinking gender as broken, unstable, fragile machinery, as something based on its very
brokenness. Judith Halberstam’s (1998) reading of the ‘Turing test’ builds on a similar analogy between
the imitative and fundamentally unstable systems of (digital) technologies and gender alike [5]. The first
(and often overlooked) test that Turing offered was not to differentiate between human and machine, but
between man and woman. Somewhat surprisingly, the introductory man/woman setup is treated as a
mere illustration of the elements in the human/machine interface (see Hayles, 1999). Halberstam [6]
argues that Turing fails to take into account the apparent relation between gender and machine
performances: “both are in fact imitative systems, and the boundaries between female and male [...] are
as unclear and as unstable as the boundary between human and machine intelligence.”

On the other hand, to think gender as something technological is here also — and simultaneously — a way
of thinking gender as more radically, or literally technological in line with posthumanist understandings of
bodily materiality. Following Haraway, metaphors do not merely operate in a symbolic domain, but tend to
be sticky, material figurations that bridge the divide between the symbolic and the material (or, in her
terms, the material-semiotic). Gender, then, is not merely understood as machinery, but also as literally
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machinic. Within this article, gender operates as a set of vulnerable technologies ranging from
pharmaceuticals (hormones), prosthetics, wigs, and makeup, to intense entanglements with digital media
technologies. In her rereading of the Turing test, literary theorist N. Katherine Hayles [7] shows how in
the infancy of the digital computer, the contours of human subjectivity start to shift in ways that open up
a space for nonhuman subjects. Interestingly, this shifting of the boundaries of the human has everything
to do with gender:

If your failure to distinguish correctly between human and machine
proves that machines can think, what does it prove if you fail to
distinguish woman from man? Why does gender appear in this primal
scene of humans meeting their evolutionary successors, intelligent
machines?

According to Hayles, Turing’s inclusion of gender in his test poses a serious threat to the Enlightenment
idea of the human as an utterly autonomous, rational, and unitary being. The Enlightenment subject is in
obvious ways threatened already in the confusion of human and machine, since the idea of a thinking
machine demarcates a possible domain of nonhuman subjects. The introduction of ‘gender’ into this
picture sheds light on yet another distinction. As Hayles [8] makes clear, the safely coherent and
unambiguously gendered body is “no longer a natural inevitability but a contingent production, mediated
by a technology that [...] can no longer meaningfully be separated from the human subject.” It is precisely
this technologically produced non-necessity of gender coherence (i.e., glitch), together with a profound
interdependence, or co-constitution of gender and technology, that this paper builds on and develops.

Glitch, trans-, and the beauty of brokenness

The term ‘trans’ has been subject to intense discussion within transgender studies. Susan Stryker, Paisley
Currah, and Lisa Jean Moore (2008) argue for the use of the dynamic ‘trans-’ in relation to which “the
hyphen matters a great deal, precisely because it marks the difference between the implied nominalism of
‘trans’ and the explicit relationality of ‘trans-’, which remains open-ended and resists premature
foreclosure by attachment to any single suffix.” In this article, I mostly use the hyphenated trans- as a
reminder of this open-endedness of the term as well as its critical relationality. Trans- marks an openness
to several different endings, like transsexual and transgender, but also to other interpretations that refuse
to distinguish between the two. A clear distinction between transsexual and transgender (in relation to
which transsexual marks a medico-technological transition, whereas transgender refers to transitioning
without surgery and hormone therapy), confirms a medical history of transsexuality as something decided
by and controlled by medical practices (see Stone, 1993). In contrast, trans- does not distinguish between
different technologies of gender. These could be imaginative, social, political, or medical. Then again, I
sometimes use the unhyphenated trans of transgender, since this is the community term that operates in
most of my sources. It also allows important specificity and precision in addressing Isabella, who identifies
as a transgender woman. She has started hormone treatment, but has yet to decide whether she wants to
alter her body surgically.

By reading trans- as gender glitch and as malfunction, I connect the field of transgender studies to
posthumanist feminist theory. Susan Stryker and Aren Aizura (2013) identify work that blurs the line
between human and nonhuman as increasingly common in transgender studies, pointing to the presence
of trans- animal studies (see, for example, Hayward, 2008, 2010; Hird, 2006). This article provides a
different blurring of the human/nonhuman boundary in rather approaching the question of trans- (as well
as of gender in general) from the point of view of the technological. In a post-industrial technological
landscape that Beatriz Preciado [9] calls pharmaco-pornographic, gendered bodies take shape through
“the processes of a biomolecular (pharmaco) and semiotic-technical (pornographic) government of sexual
subjectivity.” Her Testo Junkie is written from a body continuously altered through testosterone, putting
forth a layered technological understanding of gender that shuttles between imagination and concrete
materiality. In this sense, Preciado’s work offers ways of re-casting the discussion in transgender studies
within a posthumanist, technological framework.

What, then, is glitch? Glitch is that moment when a CD player in a bar begins to skip, stutter, stumble,
and the heightened tension in the room as the vulnerability of the playback technology becomes
noticeable. Glitch is the spinning wheel on the computer screen, the delay between a command given and
its execution, the kind of technological anticipation that makes us not only hold our breath, or pull out our
hair, but forces us to pay attention to the materiality and fragility of new media. To Legacy Russell (2012),
in her essay “Digital dualism and the glitch feminism manifesto,” glitch is also that which makes us pay
attention to the materiality of our bodies in sexual terms, as our interlacing with the machine is
momentarily interrupted.

The glitch is the digital orgasm, where the machine takes a sigh, a
shudder, and with a jerk, spasms. These moments have been integrated
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into the rituals and routines of our own physical action, impacting how we
interact with our own bodies, and how we explore our deepest fantasies
and desires, spurred forth by these mechanized micro-seizures. The glitch
is the catalyst, not the error. The glitch is the happy accident.

Etymologically, glitch possibly derives from the Yiddish word glitsh ‘slippery place’ or ‘a slip’ from glitshn
‘to slip,’ similar to the German word glitschen ‘slither,’ and related gleiten ‘to slip, slide, or glide.’ Glitching,
then, suggests physical movement. It is a form of slipping and sliding, a slipping by or a slipping away.
Glitch signals a slipperiness of something or someone off balance and a loss of control. As Benjamin
Schultz-Figueroa (2011) points out, glitch is at its root a form of accident, but a specific form that relates
to modern technology. Early usage of the term in popular media can be traced back to the space age of
the 1960s, at least judging from a 1965 article in Time explaining glitches as “a spaceman’s word for
irritating disturbances.” [10] A glitch refers usually to a minor malfunction, a sudden unexpected event, a
surge of current or a spurious, illegitimate signal that breaks the flow of energy or information.

Glitch is an ambiguous phenomenon, holding both anxiety and beauty. As a slippage, a slip of the tongue,
or a momentary slipup, a glitch is rarely a complete collapse of the machinery. The machine is still
running, but the performance is poor, which also shifts the experience of the performance. As an
unexpected break in the flow, glitches are often undesired, undesirable, and hence possibly anxiety
inducing when they occur. It is a momentary loss of control, over technologies, systems, and devices.
Glitches are a vital part of digital culture, connected to different affective tendencies. On the one side of
glitch, the tendency is toward irritation, annoyance, and anxiety in the face of technologies that become
stuck. But glitch is also about the other side of technology and a perceived beauty in crashing and
skipping, a celebration of medium fragility coupled with a critique of media industries. This is the point of
departure of the 1990s music scene around glitch (Bates, 2004; Sangild, 2004), glitch new media art
(Menkman, 2011), and the use of glitches in digital games by unruly gamers (Aarseth, 2007).

There is a similar recognition and even celebration of broken technologies, of various ways of being
broken, in the musical practices of Steam Powered Giraffe. Steam Powered Giraffe is a U.S.-based musical
robotic pantomime troupe and consists of three core members who portray antique, late nineteenth
century-ish automatons on stage, each with its own personable quirks and glitches. Until recently, they
were an automaton boy band of sorts, a trio of male-bodied movement artists performing male robots.
Isabella Bunny Bennett performs one of these, a clockwork copper robot named Rabbit. Recently, she
came out as a transgender woman. As a consequence of this shift, the male Rabbit is being transformed
into a transgender female Rabbit.

As an example of their celebration of failing technologies, the band has invited their fans to a collaborative
video project that plays with the question “what’s your malfunction?” The project is introduced as a way of
putting a positive spin on things that society deems undesirable, as well as an affirmative showcasing of
diversity in the fandom. Within this project, Isabella approaches trans- in terms of technological
malfunction [11]. I do not read this approach as an indication of cisgender (i.e., non-transgender) as
functional and trans- as dysfunctional, but rather that trans- makes the inner workings of the
fundamentally broken technologies of gender particularly clear. Importantly, my intention is not to
romanticize trans- by turning it into a figure which is somehow by default transgressive, carrying the
burden of performing and embodying a revolution in gender [12]. Rather, trans- will be used as a case
that makes the technologies of gender particularly apparent, which shows how gender works along a
continuum from obvious glitch to seeming transparency (what I have chosen to call gender ‘high fidelity’).

Steam Powered Giraffe have managed to create a diverse and highly affectionate following, partly due to
the whimsical, retro-futurist ‘steampunk’ feel and aesthetics of the band, which makes their fan group
considerably overlap with the larger transnational steampunk community. Deriving from a literary genre in
the fields of science fiction and alternate history, steampunk as an aesthetic and do-it-yourself movement
is heavily invested in a project of embodying and re-imagining late nineteenth century technologies and
fashion. The ‘steam’ part of steampunk places these fantasies in a time of rumbling, slightly rusty, yet
beautiful steam powered technologies, before electricity, before computation. At stake is an emotional and
tactile investment in Victorian (loosely defined) materiality, an imaginative turn to en era with intriguing
affective alliances between the vital and the mechanical (Ketabgian, 2011; Onion, 2008; Sundén, 2013,
2014). Like artistic practices utilizing glitch, steampunk is a ‘low fidelity’ movement, an aesthetic that
builds on exposure of the inner workings of beautiful machine gears. Steam Powered Giraffe play into this
aesthetic and imaginative repertoire of cogs and cogwheels, screws and bolts, and populate it with vital,
gender-mechanical bodies.

Trans- as malfunction and glitch

This is the era of online fandom, and Isabella Bunny Bennett is one of the more active in the band to
communicate with fans through various social media streams. I have used material from her Tumblr, her
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personal YouTube video blogs, as well as posts on the official Steam Powered Giraffe Tumblr as a
foundation for this paper. The period covered runs from February to September 2014. Since these posts
are publicly available, I have not anonymized the user names of posters. In a previous article, I use
similar material but from an earlier period, running from September 2013 when the plans to perform an
in-character gender change for Rabbit was first communicated to the fans, until January 2013 when Rabbit
made her first live performances as a woman (Sundén, forthcoming). In the article at hand, which
chronicles a later stage in her transition, the focus in Isabella’s communication with her fans has shifted:
from the ‘what if’ of an impending transformation, to an intensified transitional present.

In a heartfelt video blog, Isabella discusses how her trans- experiences are played through the
technologies of the transgender girl robot:

A dual life gets exhausting. It is so hard. I can’t decide if I’m a boy or a
girl. On stage, it’s different. On stage I chose to be the robot, and now I
chose to be a woman. And there’s no doubt, it’s not going to come into
question. I’m portraying a woman. It is a robot that has been retro fitted,
and tweaked, and turned into a woman. So it is a transgender character.
But it is a robot, so it doesn’t really matter [chuckles]. It’s, you know,
different pieces put together, it kind of makes sense. As controversial as
that is, as new of ground that we may be threading, there is a comfort in
being on stage, in a dress. Having people applaud. Like it doesn’t even
matter. I wish it was easier. [...] I’m not portraying a character I have
nothing in common with. This is the persona I created, and it is a part of
me, and it taps into that gender dysphoria. Just like the robots are
commentary on various social issues that we go through, so too is Rabbit
a reflection of the turmoil I go through. And the malfunctions are a
reflection of that, clearly, hopefully. [13]

This post points in several directions. It shows how stage performances in some ways are easier compared
to a life off-stage, which links the power of imagination and playfulness to the more painful aspects of
embodying trans-. It clarifies the importance of her robot as a transitioning device, of a technological
transformation that is simultaneously a transformation in gender. As a result, the malfunctioning
technologies of the robot become a manner of thinking and living through the brokenness of gender.

Glitch is a struggle with binaries. Glitch in digital media is caused by lost or incorrect binary code,
resulting in the damaged sound of a CD player in distress as it attempts to cope with a loss of binary
information. Trans- as glitch is a similar struggle to cope with loss of binaries, of binary gender, which
becomes evident in Isabella’s reflections and struggles. In the above passage, the stage has certain ease.
There is liberation of sorts from the turmoil of gender organized around impossible dichotomies and
impossible decisions. She knows that she wants to become a woman, and that she already is a woman.
Then again, she feels she will never fully be able to become one: “To say I want to be a woman is fact. But
I also acknowledge I feel I will never truly be a woman. I will always have been something more than just
a gender.” [14] This stance has hurt some fans who find such utterances transmisogynistic in that they
make a difference between birth bodies and trans- bodies. But to feel that one always was something
other than or something more than gender is also to put stress on the binary limits of gender. It could be
a way to challenge its boundaries, to say that such bounds are too tight to accommodate the many layers,
glitches and inconsistencies that are at the center of how gender works (or rather, does not work). It could
be a way of staying with glitch.

What becomes particularly apparent in Isabella’s social media streams is how her trans- femininity
exaggerates the machinic nature of the robot. On stage, there is a character to portray, a male robot who
has been retrofitted and tweaked into a female bot. She gets to wear a dress. People are applauding. At
the same time, this very character is an intimate part of her, part of the struggles she is going through,
which are played or channeled through the ways in which she malfunctions. She even speaks of how the
malfunctions of the robot are the perfect disguise for the glitchiness of trans-, such as how she uses and
attempts to work certain shifts into her voice, into the quality of tone: “The malfunctions are the perfect
cover. The pitch shifts I do can sound pretty mechanical here and there — and overall I hope it’s reading
as a broken machine. I think Rabbit has become much more robotic recently. I like playing up the ticks
more.” [15]

Glitch within digital culture has a critical, aesthetic potential in providing programmers, circuit benders,
hardware hackers, gamers, media artists, and music producers with something technologically raw and as
such beautiful. Glitch simultaneously provides a point of critique of media industries and technological
development. If for most people, the stuttering, stumbling CD is coupled with annoyance, such heightened
tension for glitch artists rather involves a particular kind of “fragile sensibility, avant-garde experiments
and a different kind of beauty” [16]. Such fragile beauty draws attention to how technological vulnerability
is the ground rule, no matter how much the rhetoric surrounding technological upgrades for increased
computational speed, power, and performance will have us believe otherwise. Glitch, then, is gender in its
most raw, technological form. The struggle with lost or ‘incorrect’ gender binaries invites a mix of
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experiences; annoyance, anxiety, but also a more celebratory mode. This more affirmative mode is highly
present in Isabella’s ways of emphasizing how gender malfunctions, which acknowledges, precisely, glitch
gender as fragile sensibility and a different kind of beauty.

Glitch as art is about an amplification of already existing flaws, defects or errors. Instead of covering up
the seams, it presents them proudly. One example is Isabella’s glitchy contrasts between her female
shape and her deep voice, most comfortably covering a bass register while singing. A common concern
among the fans is the quality of tone, and whether hormone treatment will alter the harmonies of Steam
Powered Giraffe. Isabella has assured them that hormones will not change her voice and by extension the
musicality of the band (but that voice therapy might, to a small extent). The gender glitch of her deep
voice is there, cherished by her fans in ways that mainly seem to fall back on a desire to retain the
harmonies of the original male trio, feeding into a nostalgic longing for an act that is no longer. Then
again, for the trans- and queer contingency within the fandom, such glitches are pleasurable not primarily
because they offer musical continuity, but precisely because they accentuate the glitchiness of gender.

Importantly, not everything gets to glitch in Isabella’s stage performances. If her voice is allowed to be
glitchy, her breasts need to be less conspicuous it seems, at least in the eyes of her fans. In fact, there
appears to be something of a dividing line between Isabella and her fans when it comes to the question of
cup sizes. On several occasions, she has volunteered information about using “State of the art
technoloboob[s]. They’re investments I’ve made after a number of years. I have all sorts of shapes and
sizes to suit my taste for the day.” [17] The ones she often uses for in-character, stage appearances tend
to be on the bigger side, leading to fan questions such as “Why such big boobies for Rabbit? c:” [18]
Echoing how Beverley Skeggs (1997) understands femininity as intimately entangled with class, and
respectable femininity as an ideal which has everything to do with de-sexualized bourgeois modesty, many
fans argue for smaller, more respectable and modest sizes. Then again, Isabella’s answer to the above
question is “They’re double ds. Not very big at all considering my manly torso.” [19] She consistently
points out to her fans that things need to be proportionate, and that her broad shoulders and overall tall
frame call for breasts that are in balance with the rest of her. But perhaps more than anything else, there
is a powerful longing for femininity, to become a girl, to play up the glitchiness of trans- and of femininity
as a vehicle for this change. In relation to this process, breasts seem to be the primary transitioning
devices. “Would you mind sharing the thing(s) you’re looking forward to the most when you’re all
transitioned up?” one fan asks, to which Isabella answers: “Boobs. Mostly boobs.” [20]

Negotiating (trans-) femininity

Gender glitches as temporary disruptions are everywhere. Gender does not cohere. In fact, it seems to
take a fair amount of violence to make materially specific bodies coincide with a particular gender, as well
as with a particular desire. In her work on ‘becoming respectable,’ Beverley Skeggs [21] speaks of ideal
femininity as unobtainable, since “ideal femininity requires a radical bodily transformation at which
virtually every woman is bound to fail.” Put differently, the default mode of femininity is failure. In a more
obviously machinic understanding, femininity is a technology of failure, and the ideal of smooth, slick,
seamless, effortless femininity impossible. There will always be glitches, slippages, slips; too feminine, not
feminine enough, not feminine in the right way, a never-ending struggle for everybody with femininity
aspirations. There is no such thing as flawless technologies, or bodies, this is the ideal. The starting point,
the very foundation, is rather always that of a broken machine.

The social media discussion of Isabella Bunny Bennett’s transition provides plenty of material not only on
questions of trans- femininity, but on the technologies of femininity more generally. In one of her video
blogs, Isabella notes, “Being a woman ain’t as glamorous as you want it to be.” [22] She seems almost
surprised at how much work femininity takes, even the seemingly effortless kind (perhaps in particular the
effortless kind). Ideal femininity needs a meticulous, fine-tuned machinery, the kind of technology that
more often than not aims at its own erasure. Such an erasure is a striving to cover up its nuts and bolts,
to conceal its cogs and cogwheels, screws and wires. In her gender technological shift from male to trans-
female, Isabella has noted that the process of becoming woman comes with a different set of
expectations. She is now perceived differently, and gets scrutinized by her fans for performing (as) a
woman:

It’s like, you’re a woman now, you have different expectations on you, it’s
like everyone is looking at you through that eyeglass: You’re a man and
you’re portraying this woman, and hmm you’re doing a good job here, but
you’re kind of fat as a woman. As a man you’re skinny, but as a woman
you’re fat, and you know, it’s like, oh your hair looks this way or that way.
There’s a lot of judgment, a lot of well-intentioned judgment, but there’s
still just a lot of eyes on you. [23]

Performers are certainly often scrutinized by their fans, and every little change may set off an avalanche
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of emotions. Nonetheless, it is interesting to note the kind of reactions prompted by this particular
change, as it is a change in gender. Or more to the point, it is a transformation that moves from the
unmarked norm and technology of the masculine to femininity as visible, visual, subordinate deviation,
and as such certainly arriving with a whole other set of expectations. This transformation is a bodily
translation, which in Isabella’s case moves from a male body perceived as skinny, toward a female body
that is immediately deemed ‘fat.’ Things that worked well in bodily performances through a masculine
machinery — crocked nose, chiseled jawline, broad shoulders — are not as easily transferable into a more
feminine shape. And it is precisely this act of translation, in which the transgender female body slips
(rather than slips by), which makes some fans pause and comment on her body shape. This pause and its
“as a woman you’re fat” comment, performs a break, a glitch, in the flow of ideal gender. A glitch, again,
is rarely a complete technological breakdown. The machine is still running, but the performance is poor,
which alters the experience of the performance. Similarly, this shift in the audience feeds back into
Isabella’s experience in a manner that alters her experience:

The biggest problem for me is that my body doesn’t feel feminine at all. I
feel mannish, and when I put that layer of femininity on, while I can
reach, almost taste, what life like a woman would be, ultimately it falls
short. Ultimately, at the end of the day, through the sweat and strain, you
feel your body, and it is not feminine. [24]

While there is certain pleasure for Isabella in the glitchiness of (trans-) gender, in particular as she plays it
through the mechanical body of the robot, such glitches are in other ways nothing but uncomfortable.
Gender glitch, here, produces a gap, a disruption, between the technologies of gender as ‘layer,’ and a
specific body whose materiality ‘kicks back’ in relation to cultural scripts of gender coherence.

Gender glitch holds profound ambiguity. When Isabella speaks about playing up the ticks more, to
accentuate the glitchiness of trans-, it is precisely the kind of gender glitch that turns glitch into an art
form. Gender glitch art is the kind of gender performances that consciously break the flow of gender, that
proudly stage the many ways in which gender is broken, and can be broken. It celebrates contrasts,
inconsistencies, irregularities and imperfections. Then again, the kind of gender glitches that happen all
the time, accidentally, may rather be experienced as uncomfortable discrepancies from a desire, or an
ideal. For Isabella, it is the unobtainable ideal of femininity, of feeling feminine, of looking good — as a
woman — and the difficulty of translating physically in gender technological terms. This is not to say that
the accident in any easy sense can be separated from an aesthetics of the accidental. The difference may
be that between an accidentally smeared lipstick and a smear as an ironic, glitchy comment, which in the
end might be difficult to tell apart. My point is rather that there are many ways in which gender glitches,
or gets to glitch, some applauded, whereas others (probably most) are rather subject of critique.

Some fans have been critical of Isabella’s/Rabbit’s transition, mainly because of an affective nostalgic
bond to the ‘original’ male Rabbit, but a majority has been very supportive of and inspired by a change
they understand as profoundly transformative. As a response to Isabella’s video blogs where she voices
her anxieties and struggles with gender technological translation and transformation, many have provided
words of support, often of the kind “as soon as I read/heard that you were a woman you became a
woman. I look at you and you are a woman. And a beautiful woman at that.” [25] They emphasize how
she is already a girl, always feminine, and that trans- femininity is no more glitchy than femininity in
general. There are even those who do not only see a girl when they look at Isabella, but who thought she
was a girl to begin with:

pallore-m said: I remember this first time when I listened a.k.a. watched
SPG music video for the first time, and one of my acquaintances told me
‘You know, Bunny is trans,’ and I looked closer said ‘Awww, she’s such a
cute girl, why would she want to become a man? She’s too feminine
besides ...’. A-a-and then they told me how things really were. I’m still a
bit embarrassed. Just saying!

Isabella: I’ll take the compliment! :) [26]

This quote addresses the question of passing — of being able to slip by rather than slip — which within a
gender technological framework could be thought of as gender ‘high fidelity.’ The notion of high fidelity in
the technologies of music production and playback is, simply put, a striving toward finding new ways in
which the medium erases itself. An yet, every attempt to erase the technology have merely re-introduced
its presence in new ways: “The music industry has spent over a hundred years creating devices that
allegedly have higher and higher fidelity, but new technologies have merely introduced new glitches.” [27]
Emily Thompson (1995) traces the history of how ‘fidelity’ has been imagined in relation to the shifting
use of the phonograph, showing that faithfulness to the source, and truthful representation were early
interpretations. Since the 1890s, and when the phonograph became a source of music rather than simply
a transmitter of words, quality of tone has been the primary criterion and selling point for new playback
technologies. In a landscape of new media and digital sound production, this striving often translates as a
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desire to cover or remove ‘noise,’ to clear the channel.

Gender is always noisy. Noise is that which disrupts a clean, supposedly faithful signal, that which betrays
the pitch perfect ideal of cisgender normativity. Cisgender is the opposite of trans-, a gender machinery
which seemingly effortlessly makes and shapes bodies along the lines of gender binaries and hetero-
normal desires. If to glitch is to slip, to stutter, to stumble, gender high fidelity is to slip by unnoticed. To
pass — as a woman — is to be able to slip by. And such slipping by is only possible if the technologies of
(trans-) gender are rendered invisible. High fidelity is the ideal of seamless technological transparency. As
such, high fidelity gender strives toward impossibly seamless perfection along the lines of equally
impossibly pure femininity and masculinity. Gender as high fidelity is a transparent gender experience that
transcends mediation, which performs an act of forgetting about the technologies of gender (which make
such an erasure possible in the first place). The fidelity in high fidelity is, partly, about being faithful to
something originary, something un-technological or non-technological. But this originary scene — in sound
production as well as in gender — is an original that never was. No body (or medium) are ever
technologically untouched, originary, natural.

High fidelity is a powerful ideal. Isabella expresses a strong desire to be a girl, and yet thinking this stage
will never be reached. She talks about the slowness of bodily transformation, of hormones kicking in. She
speaks of always having had feminine qualities, and yet not feeling feminine enough. Glitch is about the
other side of technology, of gender and other devices not functioning. Glitch is that which betrays the
fidelity of gender, it is the beauty and simultaneously the sadness and pain of crashing and skipping,
which ultimately emphasizes the fragility of gender. As such, high fidelity does not only bring about
rebellious glitch practices, but also significant sadness in not being able to embody the ideal.

Glitch feminism

In the wake of decades of feminists theorizing the digital, Legacy Russell (2012) proposes “the turning of
a new radicality [by] coining the term ‘Glitch Feminism.’” [28] Like cyberfeminism of the 1990s (Braidotti,
1996; Plant, 1997; Stone, 1995), glitch feminism to Russell is a feminism for the digital age, which
“acknowledges the value of visuality, and the revolutionary role that digital practice has in expanding the
construction, deconstruction, and re-presentation of the female-identifying corpus.” Glitch feminism in
Russell’s interpretation clearly resonates with the kind of feminism that this article contributes to. Her
glitch feminism recognizes the critical potential in the disruption of information systems and social
systems alike. It also pays attention to the materiality of bodies as they momentarily break away from the
machine. In glitching between binaries, glitch feminism problematizes not only the diehard divide between
virtual and real, immaterial and material, but also that between man and woman, in ways that reminisce
of Donna Haraway’s (1991) cyborg figure.

At the same time, when reading Russell’s online think pieces on glitch feminism, I cannot help but
wonder: who or what gets to glitch between man and woman, and how? Russell (2012) argues that glitch
feminism is not gender specific, “it is for all bodies that exist somewhere before arrival upon a final
concretized identity,” and yet the recurring, privileged glitch subject has, as the above quote shows, a
female-identifying body. It is of course not unusual within feminist thinking to be open to everybody, yet
privileging those bodies identified as female. To say female-identified bodies is also an opening up to
feminist thinking that is inclusive of trans- feminine bodies. Russell acknowledges how the slipping and
sliding between categories and identifications in glitch feminism is “a nod toward trans politic,” but one
“that extends beyond the notion of ‘trans’ as fixed to modifying notions of assigned sex, the psychology of
gender, and the histories of self-naming, but rather trans as a means of extrapolating liminal variations of
self.” (Russell, 2013, emphasis in original). This means that in the very moment when there is an opening
for a radical trans- feminism, in and through thinking feminism and femininity with glitch, this opening
seems to be abandoned for a more general use of trans-. Trans- is understood, first and foremost, in the
sense of being a Latin noun or prefix, meaning ‘across,’ ‘beyond’ or ‘on the opposite side.’ As a
consequence, the argument thus slides from trans- as a particular corporeality to a line of thinking that
moves across or beyond this very particularity.

I have worked with glitch, gender, and feminism in this article in ways related to Russell’s work, yet quite
different. I agree with Russell that there are good reasons, as a feminist, to turn “the gloomy implication
of glitch on its ear,” in order to see how errors in social and technological systems alike carry political
potentials. Then again, my understanding of gender in relation to glitch is not only a possibility of
critiquing the system by sliding between identifications. My main argument is, rather, that gender itself is
characterized by glitch, by malfunction, in its basic mechanisms. An understanding of gender as glitchy at
the core, and transgender as something that makes such glitchiness all the more obvious, places trans- at
the center of glitch feminism and gender theory. Importantly, within this framework, trans- is not merely a
mode of moving across or beyond categories. Trans- is rather seen as a key to understand gender as
machinery of failure. Such machinery of gender strings together gender experiences in feedback loops of
longing and desire. Gender glitch, as something broken and as a loss of control over objects, bodies, and
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significance, holds both beauty and sadness, political explosiveness and pain.

In discussing the public transition of Isabella/Rabbit, I have hoped to show that there may be a
simultaneous desire to play up the ticks, emphasize the glitches, of gender and other technologies, and to
blend in, to slip by unnoticed. Some glitches are allowed to be played up more than others, and
specifically those that are experienced as deliberate exaggerations. Then again, there is a fine line
between ‘to slip’ (to stutter, to stumble) and ‘to slip by,’ between obvious glitch and seeming non-glitch,
and it is a line that is constantly in motion. As Rosa Menkman [29] has it, “To think with glitch is to
straddle a gap between non-sense and knowledge.” What would happen, I wonder, if we dwelled for a
glitch moment in that space of non-sense, a space in which bodies would not be immediately meaningful,
or knowable? The language of glitch is a language of the nonhuman, of the technological other, and as
such incomprehensible. Nonetheless, what I have attempted in this article is to critically consider
(trans)gender as glitch in that very crack between the knowable and the unknowable. The promise of
glitch gender is precisely that it can never be fully known, never fully controlled, and by slipping away
always retaining an element of something out-of-control, a disruption and a disturbance in ways of
knowing and thinking. The promise of glitch is the fact that there is something unruly — or agential — at
the very core of how gender works technologically.

The unruliness of the technological nonhuman — as an intimate part of what it means to be human —
carries a potential of critiquing and as such transforming both social and technological systems. Glitch as
critical disruption and interruption is in this sense also a transformation of the system that is being
disrupted. What would happen if we considered how glitch as a critique of (gender) norms, tend to
become embedded in such norms, as part of their variation? “Every form of glitch, whether breaking a
flow or designed to look like it breaks a flow, will eventually become a new fashion,” Menkman [30]
argues, pointing at the critical potential of glitch to alter the norms of technological cultures. The glitch
music scene has moved from the domain of edgy underground music practices to that of mainstream
music production. What started out as a critique of the high fidelity ideal of the music industry has
become an established way of making the supposedly clean, clear, pure digital sound noisier, dirtier,
warmer (Kelly, 2009). Gender glitch holds a similar potential — to infiltrate, make dirty, and ultimately put
pressure on the norms of pure gender high fidelity. But there is an important difference between a CD in
distress and human distress, even when understood technologically. A CD might sound as if it is hurting
(and perhaps from the point of view of the CD it does, but this we will never know). The brokenness of
gender hurts.

By way of ending, I would like to clarify the contribution of this paper to posthumanist feminist theory. I
have argued that in the wake of a turn away from culture and toward nature as the privileged site of
inquiry, technology has become something of a lost trope within posthumanist theorizing. While being and
intimate part of the work of important forerunners to the formations of this field, such as Donna Haraway
and N. Katherine Hayles, technology as principle of disturbance and infiltration in the very formation of
human subjects and bodies has slipped out of sight. To think the matter of nature as the most unruly, and
as such as the most interesting for posthumanist feminist theory, does not only ignore the unruliness of
technologies. This privileging of nature simultaneously seems to ignore the increasingly troubled boundary
between biology and computation, body and code, or body as code (see Smelik and Lykke, 2008).
Following a logic according to which technologies implicate their own failures, I have used glitch as an
example of the unruliness of the technological other within. Similar to how nature functions in
posthumanist theory, technological malfunctions and instabilities are understood as examples of a
technological agency of sorts, as a way for the machinery of gender to ‘kick back’ in relation to cultural
inscriptions of gender coherence. Gender breakdowns, or inconsistencies, open up a domain of nonhuman
agency at heart of how gender operates. 
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